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Rural Principal Leadersblp Skill Proficiency 
A.ad Student Achievement 
Sue Erwin, Tarleton State University 
Pam Winn, Tarleton State University 
John Erwin, Tarleton State University 
Jim Gentry, Tarleton State University 
Mary Cauble, Tarleton State University 
Literature related to the rural principalship focuses on three challenges (Winn. Erw~ 
Gentry, & Cauble. 2009a): retention of effective principals, community relations, and pressure 
to meet standards with limited resources. While there is a great need for effective, skilled leaders 
in rural schools, reauiting and retaining quality principals is a challenge. Administrative 
stability, a factor related to student achievement (Partlow & Ridenor, 2008), might account for 
lower academic achievement in rural and urban schools (Provasnik, KewalRamani, Coleman, 
Gilbertson, Herring, & Xie, 2007). Principal turnover rates in rural schools are comparable to 
those of urban schools (Bainbridge, Lassley, & Sundre, 2003; Balfanz & Maciver, 2000). 
However, rural principals are generally paid less, asked to assume a greater number of 
responsibilities, and face greater community scrutiny than their urban and suburban counterparts 
(Winn et al., 2009a, 2009b; Arnold, Gaddy, & Dea14 2004). Community resistance, geographic 
isolation, and economic shortages also create difficulties when rural principals implement special 
education services (Cruzeiro & Morgan, 2006). The demands of finding and retaining highly 
qualified teachers (HQl), wbo can teach multiple subjects and ~ure adequate yearly progress 
(A VP) for students in special education, add to the challenges of rural administrators (Mitchem, 
K.ossar, & Ludlow 2006; Jimerson, 200S). Furthennore, conununity resistance and lack of 
population diversity often impede the efforts to implement multicultural education in rural 
schools (McCray, Wright, & Beachum, 2004). 
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Lradenhip aad Rural ScbooJ Success 
As noted by Winn, er aL (2009a), twenty five years of educational research (Ma.nano, 
Ware.rs, & McNulry, 200S; Lcsoue, 1992, 1991; Reynolds, 1990; Edmonds, 1979), establishes 
quality school leadership is essential for rural public school success. School leadership is second 
only to classroom instruction in influencing student achievement (Leithwood, Louis, Anderson, 
& Wahls~ 2004). Furthermore, countries worldwide have recognized that as school 
administrator responsibilities expand, the need to cultivate school leadership increases (Olson, 
2008). Among rural principals, unique community characteristics may aJso require different 
leadership skills. 
Purpose of the Study 
Wamm and Peel (2005) found that 11.U'al schools can effectively develop focused 
leadership support and training. However, as indicated by Arnold, et al. (2004), the knowledge 
and skills most critical to effective rural administration have yet to be identified. Targeting 
specific leadership skills related to student achievement might focus university principal 
preparation programs and public school district staff development programs on producing more 
effective rural leadership. Ultimately, this emphasis may improve student acmevement and 
school performance in rural schools. 
Because of the importance of developing mghly skilled rural school leaders, this study 
will endeavor to identify th  leadership skills of practicing rural administrators and detennine 
whether these skills were related to campus student achievement. 
7 
Review of Uterature 
Rural School Challenges 
Rural principals work in schools that are demographically different than those in urban 
and suburban communities (Winn et al., (2009a). Data collected from 2002-200S by the National 
Center for Education Statistics (NCES) show that a third of all public schools are located in 
rural areas, but their enrollment represents only one fifth of the nation•s public school student 
population. Additional findings indicate that rural schools enroll a larger percentage of White or 
American Indian/ Alaska Native students and a smaller percentage of Black, Hispanic and 
Asian/Pacific Islander students than do urban or suburban schools. Likewise, a smaller 
pereentage of rural school teachers are raciaVethnic minorities. Native English speakers are 
found in greater percentages in rural than in either suburban or urban schools. Economically, 
NCES found 38% of rural students attend moderate-to-high poverty schools as compared to 45% 
of urban students (Provasnik, et al.1 2007). 
Rural communities generally offer fewer educational opportwuties for students. For 
instance, fewer rural students per capita attend prekindergarden classes and schools are less 
likely to have advanced placement, International Baccalaureate courses, or Internet access. 
Nevertheless, according to NCES data, academically, rural students outscored urban children on 
National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) assessments while llll'a1 students scored 
below suburban students. In addition, rural students' freslunan graduation rate (75%) is higher 
than that of urban students (65%), but lower than that of subwban students (79%), while dropout 
rates in rural schools { I l %) are higher than suburban (9%) and lower lhan urban ( 13%) rates 
(Provasnik, et al., 2007). 
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Rural schools receive a smaller percentage of revenue from the federal government, yet 
spend more per student than either urban or suburban schools. Rural schools are more likely lo 
have a smaller ratio between students and teachers, counselors, social workers, and special 
education specialists. There are fewer serious student behavior problems per capita and a larger 
percentage of teachers report satisfaction with teaching conditions in rural schools. In addition. 
rural parents are more likely to attend rural school events and take their children to athletic 
events (Provasnik, et al., 2007). 
Rural parents are more likely than urban or suburban parents lo have completed a high 
school diploma as their highest educational attainment. On the other hand, parents of rural school 
children (as compared to urban and suburban parents), are more likely lo expect a bachelor's 
degree as their children's highest educational attainment. Despite these expectations, NCES 
reports that only 13% of rural residents acquire bachelor's degrees (as their highest educational 
attainment) compared lo 17% nationally (Provasnik, et al., 2007). 
As the NCES data clearly show, rural campuses are unique (Wino, et al. 2009a). Because 
their roles and challenges are different, rural school principals may reqwre specialized leadership 
skills that differ from those required of their urban and rural counterparts. 
Prindpal Effect on Student Achievement 
Studies in the U.S. from the last 40 years overwhelmingly support dle notion that if a 
school has an effective principal, students are more likely to achieve academically (Cotton. 1995; 
Lezotte, 1992). A review of studies conducted worldwide (Hallinger & Heck, 1996) found 
similar results. In a definitive review of thirty years of research on the role of the principal in 
student achievement, Marzano et al. (200S) found both a practical and statistical significance in 
the relationship between student achievement and the quality of school leadership. 
The importance of effective leadership is also recognized within lhe public school 
community, in spite of difficulty in identifying and assessing the composite reqwred skills. 
According to Rammer's (2007) findings, superintendcaw recognize the aucial role effective 
principals play in the development of schools even though they have no effective means of 
assessing those skills in potential administrative candidates. Likewise, Hallinger, Bickman, and 
Davis ( 1996) report that parents and teachers believe principals make a difference in the 
Pcluevem.ent of students and the learning environment. 
Findings from lhese studies suggest that even when it is difficult to discern which skills 
are requisite lo effective leadership, there is little doubt among researchers or stakeholders that 
effective leadership positively affects student achievement 
Principal Skill Assessment 
9 
Review of research reveals that principal effectiveness is important, yet there is no 
consistent or formalized method for identifying the most highly skilled principals (Winn, et al, 
2009a, 2009b). As noted in Rarnmer's (2007) study for example, superintendents' belief in &he 
value of a particular leadership characteristic does not guarantee dlat they have available tools to 
correctly assess these skills in potential employees. Adding to the complexity of assessment, 
findings from a study of new principals (Daresh, 2007) suggest it is not until principals become 
comfortable with the management of the school that they begin to consider critical instructional 
issues. 
New principals are likely to assess their own performance primarily in terms of 
management skills. Baxter (2008) posits this may resull from university-based principal 
preparation programs that apply a business manager metaphor to public school administration 
rather than one of community leader and public servant Adding to the complexity of principal 
5
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assessment, Anagnostopoulus and Rutledge (2007) found when schools face state and district 
sanctions for low perfonning schools, sanctions rather than best practice become the focus of 
school administrators. Additional findings suggest that, in this atmosphere, administrators are 
more likely to resort to top-down managerial skills rather than collaborative insttuctional 
leadmh.ip skills. Another disconnect from instructional leadership may result tiom fewer (from 
15% to 5%) principals coming to administration directly &om the classroom ("'The Changing 
Face Of Principals", 2008). 
The convergence of these factors does linle to guarantee quality leadership or stem rural 
school failure. In spite of overwhelming evidence of the essential role played by principals in 
creating effective schools, measuring leadership effectiveness has not been adequately 
formalized either by rural school districts or by rural principals. The following study attempted 
to identify the relationship between the leadership skills of rural principals and campus student 
achievement as measmed by state accountability ratings. 
Method 
Until July 2009, Texas principals were required to participate in a state-approved 
professional development performance assessment every five years. Records from one such 
assessment, Principal Assessment of Student Success (PASS), provided the data for this study 
(see Appendix A). One component of the PASS assessment required school administrators to 
rate themselves on leadership knowledge and skills (see Appendix B) identified by Thompson 
(1993) and adopted by the National Policy Board of Educational Administration (NPBEA). 
PASS principal self...-atings from 2006 to 2008 were used in this study to determine which 
NPBEA skills predominated among practicing Texas rural administrators. 
11 
In another component of PASS, sampled principals were assessed on lhe NP BEA skills 
by two person assessor teams recruited among veteran campus and central office administrators 
and university educational leadership departments within the state ofTexas. Based upon 
evidence provided by principals (campus improvement plan, state accountability data, Adequate 
Yearly Progress, phone interview, teacher performance data, and student performance data), 
assessor teams cooperatively identified each rural principal's NBPEA leadership strengths. 
Finally, to identify the relationship between rural principal leadership skills and campus 
student achievement, the top five NBPEA skills identified by sampled principals and their PASS 
assessors teams were compared within three campus student achievement categories as measured 
by Texas campus accountability ratings (see Appendix C; Academically Acceptable= lowest 
passing rate; Recommended= moderate passing rate; Exemplary = highest passing rate). 
Participants 
PASS data accessed from principal assessments conducted throughout Texas from 2006 
through 2008 yielded records of259 rural school principals, representing 41.7% (108) 
elementary, 24.3% (63) middle, and 34% (88) high school campuses (see Appendix D). 
Principals sampled represented campuses at each instructional level (high school, middle school 
and elementary school): 
• Academically Acceptable (AA) with 53. l % (76), 28% (40), and 18.9% (27), 
respectively; 
• Recognized (R) with l 1.S% (1 l ). 24% (23), and 64.6% (62), respectively; and 
• Exemplary (E) with 5% ( I). 0%, and 95% (19). respectively. 
Unequal representation of schools at each instructional level {high school, middle school, 
and elementary school) wilhin each state accountability level (AA, R, E) may be a limitation of 
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this stud.ts findings. However, the dispersion of these data reOects the pattern of accountability 
ratings in Texas. Overall, rural campuses rated Academically Acceptable (AA) were associated 
with 143(55.2%) of sampled principals, the largest group, while rural campuses rated 
Recognized (R) and Exemplary (E) were associated with 96(37.1%) and 20(7.7%) sampled 
principals, respectively. 
Analysis 
Descriptive S1atistics were used to calculate principal and PASS assessor rankings. Chi-
square cross tabulation tables were used to determine dependenceftndependence by school 
accowttability rating., and principal's NBPEA skill ranking frequency cowtts per NBPEA 
domain. Only significant differences were reported. 
Results 
Prindpal Self-Rankings of NBPEA F1111ctioaal Domain Skills 
Sampled principals (n::::259) ranked themselves on NBPEA functional domain skills 
(leadership, Information Collection, Problem Analysis, Judgment, Organizational Oversight, 
Implementalion, and Delegation) using a seven point scale. Ranks were categorized as Less 
Confident (ranks 5. 7), Confident (rank 4), or Most Confident (ranks 1- 3) and sorted by campus 
state accountability ratings (AA, R, and E) as seen in Appendix E. 
Frequency colUlt averages indicate sampled principals assessed their skills as Most 
Confident, rather than Less Confident, regardless of their campus accountability rating. Skill 
ranking levels (Less Confident. Confident. Most Confident) across campus accountability ratings 
(AA, R, and E) also manifested similar frequency cowit patterns per NBPEA skill (see Appendix 
E). With the exception of Organizational Oversight and Information Collection skills, each 
remaining NBPEA functional domain skill was ranked Most Confident per Texas accountability 
13 
rating (AA, R., E). Likewise, Organizational Oversight and Information Collection skills were 
unked Less Confident among all campus accountability ratings (AA, Rand E) as noted in Table 
J. 
Table 1 
Differences among Rural Principals an NPBE.A Skills by Campus Accowuabi/ity 
Rating (AA. R. E) 
~ 





Domain Problem analysis AA,R,E 
Skills 





Curriculum M,R E 
Design 
Programming Student Guidance AA,R,E 
7
et al.: Full Issue Spring 2010 Volume 5, Issue 2
Published by SFA ScholarWorks, 2010
14 
Domain and Development 




Motivation R.E AA 
o/Olhus• 
Interpersonal Sensitivity AA, R. E 






Principal Self-Rankings of NBPEA Program.ming Domain Skills 
Sampled principals ranked themselves on the NBPEA programming domain skills 
(Instructional Management. Curriculum Design, Student Guidance and Development, Sta.ff 
Development, Measurement 
and 
Evaluation, and Resource Allocation) using a six point scale. 
Ranks were categorized as Less Confident (ranks S - 6), Confident (ranks 3 • 4), or Most 
Confident (ranks 1 - 2). Total count averages by ranking level per NBPEA skill were not unique 
and differed slightly within each campus accountability rating (see Appendix F). 
Instructional Management and Stude11t Guidance and Development were ranked Most 
Confident and Resource Allocation was ranked Less Confident across all campus accountability 
ratings (AA, R. E) while Staff Development produced universal Confident rankings (see Table l ). 
In contrast, AA and R campus principals ranked Curriculum Design Less Confident, while 
principals at E rated campuses ranked it Confidenl Fwthermore, Measureme11t and Evaluation 
was ranked Confident by AA and R campus principals, whereas principals at E rated schools 
ranked this skill Less Confident (see Table 1 ). 
Principal Self-Rankings of NBPEA laterpenoaal Domain. Skills 
Principals ranked themselves on the NBPEA interpersonal domain skills {Sensitivity, 
Oral and Nonverbal Expression, Wriuen Expression, and Motivation of Others) using a four 
15 
point scale. Principal rankings were categorized as Less Confident (ranks 3-4) or Most Confident 
(ranks 1- 2) across the four domain skills (see Appendix G). Total count averages by ranking 
level per NBPEA interpersonal domain skill differed little by campus accountability level. Chi-
square comparisons between campus accountability ratings and NBPEA interpersonal domain 
skill frequency counts proved non•significant for all domain skills except Motivation of Others in 
a (2X3) cross-tabulation. Ranking of Motivation of Others differed between AA rated campuses 
and Rand E rated schools; AA rankings were higher than the others {See Appendix 0). 
Differences between the principal rankings and campus accountability ratings were statistically 
significant, r (2. N = 254) = 22.1 S7, p = .000, ~ = .30. The moderate/medium effect size .30 
(Rea & Parker, 1992; Evans & Rooney. 2007) suggests 30% of the variance in principal ranking 
(i.e., Less Confident or Most Confident) of Motivation of Others could be accounted for by 
campus accountability rating. Principals who reported Most Confident rankings of Motivation of 
Others were more often from AA rated schools while principals with lower rankings were more 
likely from schools rated as R or E; the lower the campus accountability rating the higher the 
ranking of Motivation of 01hers. 
NBPEA interpersonal domain skills garnered the greatest differences among principal 
rankings per accountability level. The only skill in this domain ranked consistently (Most 
Confident) across accountability levels was Sensitivity (see Table l ). Conversely, Oral and 
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Nonverbal Expression varied within each school rating (AA ::: Least Confident; R = no 
difference; E == Most Confident). Principal rankingB of Written Expression also differed by 
campus accountability rating (AA and R = Less Confident; E = Most Confident). Motivation of 
Otlu!rs fowid AA and R rated campus principals Most Confident while E rated campus leaders 
unanimously ranked Motivation of Others Least Confident (see Table I). 
PASS Assessor Ratings of Principal NBPEA Skills 
Teams of two PASS assessors cooperatively rated the NBPEA skills of each principal 
based upon data from muJtipJe sources. A total of714 ratings were produced by 259 assessor 
teams (three skills per principal; see Appendix H). In addition, the skill of Motivating Others 
(found statistically significant by principal self-rankings) was not rated by PASS ass~rs. 
Leadership produced the largest frequency count from assessors (137) while the lowest 
frequency cowit was found for Resource A.llocalion (13), a difference of 124 counts (See Table 
2). Skills in NBPEA 's functional, programming, and interpersonal domains differed in frequeacy 
with 365/51 o/o, 204/28.5%, and 145120.3%, respectively. Functional domain skills netted greater 
totals than skills in the programming and interpersonal domains by 22.5% and 30. 7%, 
respectively. Overall, within the functional domain, Leadership received the largest count while 
the highest counts in the programming and interpersonal domains were found for Instructional 
Management (57) and Sensitivity (91) see Appendix H). 
17 
Tablel 
Texas Accountability Ratings [Academically Acceptable (AA). Recognized (R). Exemplary (£)] 
. ,l'P,· rnnJ NP BEA Skills (N = 259 assessor teams; I =highest rating. 14 = by Assessor Ratings OJ . may ...
lowest 
rating) NBPEA 
Skills (AA) (R) (E) 
Domains 
Leadership l l 5.7 
Information 
3 2 5.7 
Collection 
Functional 
Problem Analysis 11 9 8 
Domain 
-
Judgment 8 s 3-4 
Skills 
' Organizational 
4 4 2 
Oversight 
Instructional 
5 6 9·ll 
Management 
Curriculum Design 6-7 14 13-14 
Student Guidance 
6-7 14 13-14 Programming & Development 
Domain 
Staff Development 12 10-11 3-4 
Skills 
Measurement & 
10 12 13-14 
Evaluation 
9
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Resource 
14 13 9-11 Allocation 
Interpersonal Sensitivity 2 3 5.7 
Domain 
Oral & Non-verbal 
Skills 9 7 12 Expression 
Written Expression 13 10.11 9.11 
The five NBPEA skills with highest frequencies by campus accountability level were 
similar for the AA and R groups (AA= Leadership (71 ), Semitivity ( 48)t Information Collection 
(45), Organizational Oversight (37), and lmtructional Management (34); R = Leadership (59), 
Information Collection (39), Sensitivity (36), Organizational Oversight (29), and Judgment (28; 
see Table 2 and Appendix H). Although ranked differently, both groups shared the same skills 
except for the exclusive skill of Imtructiona/ Management in the AA leve~ Judgment in the R 
level. Conversely, the assessors found the E campus leaders to be considerably different from the 
AA and R campus leaders with highest frequency counts for the skills of Student Guidance and 
Development (15), Organizational Oversight ( 11 ), both Staff Development and Judgment (8). 
while LeadersMp. Information Collection and Sensitivity followed with 7. While E campus 
leaders were noted for skills also exhibited by both AA and R principals, only E campus leaders 
demonstrated high degrees of Student Guidance and Development and Staff Developmen  as
rated by PASS assessor (see Appendix H and Table 3). 
19 
Comparison or Principal Self- Rankings and Assessor Ratings of NPBEA Skills by Texas 
Accountability Ratings 
In order to identify the relationship between the leadership skills of rural principals and 
campus student achievement, NBPEA skills self-identified by sampled principals were compared 
to NBPEA skills identified by assessors within student achievement categories as measured by 
campus accountability ratings (AA, R, or E). Table 3 shows comparisons of the top NPBEA 
ratio b campus accountability level. skills according to principal self-rankings and assessor gs Y 
It should be noted that principals ranked their skills in subgroups detennined by the three 
d . wh--.,. assessors rated these 14 skills as a wholCy not separated by NPBEA omam groups, .......... .
domain. This difference accounts for seeming discrepancies reported in the frequency and 
percentages of E level principal rating., (see Appendixes O and H). 
Table3 
Tqp NBPEA Skills: Principal and Assessor Ratings by Texll3 Accountability Ratings (AA. RE) 
(AA) (AA) (R) (R) (E) (E) 
Principal Assessor Principal Assessor Principal Assessor 
Self-ranking Rating Seltranking Rating Self-ranking Rating 
Leadership Leadership Leadership Leadership Leadership Student 
Guidance& 
Development 
Judgment Semitivity Judgment /,,formation Judgment Organization 
Collection Oversight 
Motivating Information Sensitivity Sensitivity Oral Staff 
Others** Collection Expression Development 
10
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Problem Organization J.n.structional Organization Problem Judgment 
Analysis Oversight Management Oversight Analysis 
Sensitivity Jns1ruc1iona/ Problem Judgment Instructional Leadership, 
Management Analysis Management Information 
Collection. 
Sensitivity• 
• Scores with same rating, ••( p - .000) . 
From the highest five ranked or rated skills, principals from AA rated campus identified 
only two NBPEA skills also noted by assessors as strength areas: Leadership and Sensitivity. 
Three skills identified from principal self-ran.kings but not noted by assessors as most proficient 
were Judgment, Motivating Others, and Problem Analysis. As previously mentioned, Motivating 
Others was the only significantly different NBPEA skill found between principal rankings and 
campus accountability ratings. Unfornmately, Motivating Others was not rated by assessors as 
part of the PASS assessmenl Instead, assessor ratings identified Information Collection, 
Organizational Oversight and /nsll'Uctional Management as AA campus principal strengths (see 
Table3). 
At campuses with R accountability ratingst assessors and principals produced similar 
ratings for three of five NBPEA skills, one more than for AA rated campuses. Three NBPEA 
skills, Leadership. Sensitivity. and Judgment, were reported most frequeoUy among principal 
rankings and assessor ratings from campuses rated R; however, while principals identified 
Instroctional Management and Problem Analysis as strengths, assessors noted Information 
Collection and Organizalional Oversight (see Table 3). 
21 
In the category of E rated campuses, assessors named Leadership and Judgment as 
strengths, conforming to principal rankings. However, although principals ranked themselves 
highest on these skills, assessors disagreed. For assessors, E campus principals were strongest in 
Student Guida.nee and Development, Organizational Oversight and Staff Development. while 
also exhibiting Information Collection and Sensitivity skills. Other skills highly ranked by 
principals, but not by assessors, were Oral Expression, Problem Analysis and Instructional 
Management (see Table 3). 
In both AA and R rated campus categories, principal rankings and a.uessors ratings were 
more comparable. The only unique skill noted among these groups was Motivating Others, 
identified by AA principals. With the exception of Oral Expression, the principal-ranked 
NBPEA skills in the E campus category were similar to those of AA and R campuses. However, 
E rated campus assessor ratings included two NBPEA skills not found in either AA or R 
ca1egories: Student Guidance and Development and Staff Development (see Table 3). This 
suggests rural school principals from E rated schools exhibit different skills than rural principals 
from AA and R rated campuses. 
Coodusions 
Even though effective leadership positively impacts student achievement. discerning the 
requisite skills of effective leaders bas proven more elusive (Leithewood, et al., 2004; Cotton, 
199S; Lezotte, 1992; Hallinger & Heck, 1996; Manano et al.t 2006). In this study, the NPBEA 
domain skill sets provide a context from which to compare PASS assessor ratings of rural 
principals in relation to their campus student achievement as measured by state accountability 
ratiDg,. Each NPBEA domain (functional, programming, and interpersonal) reflects a particular 
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skill set. Before the findings of this study can be adequately discussed., a deeper understanding of 
the nature of the NPBEA domain skill sets is necessary. 
Functional domain skills (see Appendix B} comprise base-level management and 
organizational stIUcture to supervise daily, routine campus business (e.g. to run the buses on 
time, schedule classes, or maintain order). Evidence of effectiveness is, typically, quantifiably 
measurable (e.g. attendance records, disciplinary refemds). Programming dommn skills (see 
Appendix B) provide systemic campus leadership requiring holistic perspectives that incoiporate , 
but SUipass functional domain skills. More complex and difficult to quantify, these skills enable 
principals to develop frameworks, design anticipated outcomes, implement ongoing supervision, 
set goals, and draw inferences. In contrast, interpersonal domain skills (see Appendix B) employ 
functional and programming domain skills, but are subject to individual perception, making 
measurement more difficulL For example, principals may perceive themselves to be sensitive 
while faculty members disagree. Nevertheless, these skills improve effective implementation of 
both functional and programming skills. 
Overall, assessor ratings of AA campus principals centered on skills related to 
management (functional domain) rather than collaborative systemic leadership (programming 
domain). The top assessor rated skills of AA campus principals from highest to lowest were: 
Leadership, Sensitivity. Information Collection, Organizational Oversight, and Instructional 






of R campus principals from highest to lowest were: Leadership, 
Information Collection, Sensitivity. Organizational Oversight, and Judgment. Of these, four 
represent functional domain skills, while one represents an interpersonal domain skill. Of the 14 
NPBEA skills measured, AA and R campus principals shared three functional domain skills 
(Leadership, Information Collection and Organizational Oversight) and one interpersonal 
domain skill (Sensitivity). 
23 
Anagnostopoulos and Rutledge (2007) contend that looming state and district sanctions 
for low student achievement tend to adjust principals' focus on the sanctions rather than best 
practice. In addition, when faced with perfonnance pressure, administrators are more likely to 
resort to top-down managerial skills rather than collaborative instructional leadership skills 
("The Changing Face of Principals", 2008). Findings from this study appear to support these 
arguments insofar as principals at lower rated schools appear to rely on managerial skills of the 
functional domain. However. principals differed in two skills: Instructional Management (AA) 
and Judgment (R). Interestingly, Judgment noted for R campus principals, suggests that student 
achievement may be linked to nual school leaders' ability to make quality data supported 
decisions. While rural principals at AA campuses appear to be skilled collectors of infonnation, 
assessors found that principals at higher performing R campuses make quality decisions based on 
campus data (Judgmenz). This lends support to the truism that schools may be "data rich, but 
information poor". Professional development aimed at expanding skills of information collecting 
to include quality data-driven decision-making might, therefore, stimulate improved campus 
academic perfonnance. As retlected in Instructional Management. the pro~s of data-driven 
decision making may be skewed during the search for excellence by threat of sanctions 
associated with accountability. Principals, especially those of lower perfonning campuses, may 
feel compelled to monitor instruction more closely during their search for management solutions. 
However, without &he presence of Judgment, principals may collect extensive data on classroom 
instruction but still not make quality decisions concerning campus improvement. The most 
12
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frequently noted assessor ratings for E campus principals from highest to lowest were: Student 
Guidance and Development, Organizational Oversight, Staff Development, Judgment, 
Leadership, Information Colleaion, and Sensitivity. Of these, four skills represented functionaJ
1 
two skills represented interpersonal, and one skill represented the programming domain skills. 
Student Guidance and Development and Staff Development were found exclusively among E 
campus principals while other skills attributed to E campus leaden were also exhibited by AA or 
R campus counterparts. 
Programming skills like Student Guidance and Development and Staff Development may 
account for greaaer E campus student achievement. especially ifleaders supervise faculty 
through more effective communication ( e.g. providing clear instruction, guidance, training, and 
performance feedback). Most importantly, two of the top three strengths of E campus principals 
fell within the programming domains in contrast to functional and interpersonal skills found 
among top three ratings of AA and R campus leaden. These findiogs support those of Baxter 
(2008), Daresh (2007), and Anagnostopoulos and Rutledge, (2007) that quality school 
leadership appears to improve student academic perfonnance. E campus principals in this study 
demonstrated a more systemic, collaborative leadership approach than AA and R campus leaders / 
who focused on top-down managemenl f 
I 
1 Comparison of Principal Self-raaldngs and Assessor Rankings I 
Com . l panson of assessor rankings to the principals' self-assessment rankings showed wide 1 
variation; thus providing the most relevant study finding. Assessors' ratings for principals at AA 
and R campuses were similar with respect to skills, but not in the order of those skills. Four skills 
assessors found most frequently for AA and R campus principals were Leadership, Sensitivity, 






Judgment (R) differed in assessor ranking., of these principals. Regardless of campus rating, all 
principals ranked Judgment as their second Most Confident skill; whereas, assessors selected 
Judgment as a skill only demonstrated by R or E campus principals. Judgment by definition 
indicates "logical conclusions and quality decisions" were made. Although people in leadership 
positions might understandably believe they possess Judgment, as noted in principal self-
rankings, PASS assessors established Judgment skills based upon authentic campus evidence.. 
Principal rankings at all campus accountability groups indicated strong skills in Judgment , but 
assessors deemed principals at campuses with higher accountability ratings to have stronger 
skills in Judgment. Perhaps, geographic isolation (Arnold et al .• 2004) reduces diverse solutions 
to problems in rural schools; however, it is not clear wby principals at E rated schools 
outperfonn those at AA and R campuses. E principals might have exposure to broader leadership 
networks, thus broadening their exposure to problem solving strategies and programs. 
It should be noted that of the top four assessor rankings for AA and R campus principals, 
three fell within the functional domain, while one fell within the interpersonal domain. In 
cuntrast, assessor rankings of E campus principals listed two from the functional domain 
( Organizational Oversight and Judgment) and two from the programming domain (Student 
Guidance and Sta.If Development). While in the functional domain, Organizational Oversight 
and Judgme,u require the utililzation of perspective rather than managerial skill. Furthermore, 
the programming skills of SIUdent Guidance and Staff Development require setting priorities, 
reaching conclusions, making quality decisions, and utilizing resources. This finding supports a 
need for professional development for principals that builds skills beyond those in the functional 
domain and into the programming domain. 
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Recomm.endatiom 
As noted in the review of HteratlU'e, quality school leadership is second only to classroom 
instruction in influencing student achievement (Leithwood et al., 2004). More precisely, there is 
a need for professional development opportunities designed specifically for principals of rural 
campuses. Based on the finding,1 in this study, rural principals who demonstrate skills in the 
programming domain tend to address campus instructional needs in a systemic manner utilizing ' 
t 
collaborative leadmhip. Conversely, rural principals ofJower perfonning campuses demonstrate ! 
skills in the functional domain supported by personal skills of the interpersonal domain. This 
supports conclusions from previous studies regarding the impact of campus leadership on student 
achievement (Daresh, 2007; Baxter, 2008; Anagnostopoulos &. Rutledge, 2007). 
Future studies examining principal attributes (i.e. gender, pre-administrative educational 
experience, leadership xperi nce) that influence principals' skills might further clarify 
differences among leaders from schools with different student achievement levels. Furthermore, 
differentiation of principals' skills by campus level of instruction (ic. elementary or secondary) 
might identify skills unique to student instructional level. Because Leadership was the top ranked 
skill by both principals and assessors, funher study is needed to clarify the discreet skills that 
constitute Leadership and the degree to which these sub-skills vary among principals. 
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Appendix A 
Principal Assessment of Student Success (PASS) 
Principal Assessment for Student Su~ (PASS) is a principal assessment that bas been 
approved by the State Board of Educator Certification (SBEC) for principal assessment within 
the state of Texas. According to Texas Education Code (TEC) 21.054, all principals must 
complete an assessment in order to maintain certification. The overarching goals of PASS 
include: 
1. To determine the level of knowledge and skills for the principalship that each 
principal assessed demonstrates. 
2. To provide quality assessment activities relevant to the role of the principalship. 
3. To provide purposeful and constructive feedback related to each principal's 
demonstration of knowledge and skills. 
4. To provide opponunities for each principal assessed to be reflective about his/her 
level of knowledge and skills, as well as to his/her plan for professional growth. 
PASS is based on three sets of aiteria: skills, standards, and knowledge. The skills 
included in the assessment comprise 18 of the 21 skills identified for the principalship by the 
National Board of Policy Educational Administration (see Appendix 8). The standards are the 
seven State Board of Educator Certification (SBEC) Standards which are required by the state to 
be included in the assessmenL The knowledge is a compilation of the Ten Components of 
Effective Schools, the liamework components of Instructional Leadership Development (ILD), 
and the instructional processes from the Student Success Initiative (SSI). 
Each criterion is measured multiple times in PASS through a variety of authentic 














a teacher component, and a student component. All activities are based on authentic data 
provided by the principal being assessed and are directly connected to his/her campus. 
31 
Toe assessment process occurs over a 30-day period. All online activities are completed 
within 16 days and arc then submitted for assessor review. The assessors are given 11 days to 
review the online responses and conduct a phone interview with the principal. Each principal's 
data and entry is reviewed by two assessors. One assessor is considered the primary assessor and. 
in addition to scoring the rubrics for each activity, provides written feedback on each activity. 
The assessment also includes one, face-to-face feedback day in which principals expand on their 
previous responses wich a state-of-the -campus report and a plan of action for a teacher in need 








Functional Domain Skills comprise base·level management and organjzational structure 
to supeivise daily, routine campus business (e.g. to nm the buses on time, schedule classes, or 
maintain order). Evidence of effectiveness is typically quantifiably measurable (e.g. attendance 
records, disciplinary referrals). 
1. Leadership: Providing purpose and direction, formulating goals with staff and setting priorities 
based on community and district priorities and student and staff needs. 
2. Information Collection: Classifying and organization information for use in decision making 
and mentoring. 
3. Problem Analysis: Identifying problems, identifying possible causes, seeking additional 
needed information, fiaming possible solutions. 
4. Judgment: Giving priority to significant issues then reaching logical conclusions and making 
quality decisions. 
S. Organizational Oversight: Planning and scheduling own and other's work so that resources are 
used appropriately and monitoring priorities so that goals and deadlines are met. 
Programming Domain Skills provide systemic campus leadership requiring a holistic 
perspective that incorporates but surpass functional domain skills. More complex and difficult to 
quantify, these skills enable principals to develop frameworks, design anticipated outcomes, 
implement ongoing supervision, set goals, and draw inferences. 
6. Instructional Management: Ensuring appropriate instructional methods are used to create 
positive learning experiences. 
7. Cwriculum Design: With staff, planning and implementing a framework for instruction and 
aligning cuniculum with anticipated outcomes. 
8. Student Guidance and Development: Enlisting the support and cooperation of diverse 
professionals, citizens, community agencies. parents and students to promote the growth and 
development of all students. 
9. Staff Development: Supervising individuals and groups and providing feedback on 
performance and initiating self-development. 
1 O. Measurement and Evaluation: Examining the extent to which outcomes meet or exceed 
previously defined goals, or priorities and drawing inferences for program revisions. 
33 
11. Resource Allocation: Allocating. monitoring and evaluating fiscal, bwnan, material and time 
resources to reach campus goals and objectives. 
Interpersonal Domain Skills employ functional and programm.ing domain skills, bur are 
subject to individual perception, making measurement more difficult. For example, principals 
may perceive themselves to be sensitive while faculty members disagree. Nevertheless, these 
skills improve effective implementation of both functional and programming skills. 
12 Motivating Others: Creating conditions that promote the staffs desire to achieve campus 
goals and providing feedback, coaching and guidance to staff. 
13. Sensitivity: Perceiving and responding to the needs and concerns of others. 
14. Oral and Nonved>al Expression: Making oral presentations that are clear and easy to 
understand. 
lS. Written Expression: Expressing ideas and appropriately in writing for different audiences 
(Thomson, 1993). 
17
et al.: Full Issue Spring 2010 Volume 5, Issue 2
Published by SFA ScholarWorks, 2010
34 35 
AppendhC • All studc:ols 
Texas Education Agency: School Accountability Rating : 
and each student group mec1S 1.0% SWldard mccts 0.7% standard meets 0.2% stalldard 
·------~----··'-·- .. ·-··. ·-· .. ., -. ·• -----·· .--1--· . ---·--t-·--.... .. ----. Academically Acceptable Recogrmed Exemplary · : 
i.... .... -............... ,..,....,,.,,.,,._, ___ -··--- ,.._...._.._, ........ _____ .~_ _.,. __ .-...-.. ...... ____ ~ ..... ~·-· ·---------....... -.....:.i: 
meeting mintmum .size: 
• African American 
Base indicators ,: 
• Hispanic 
TA.KS (201J6..01) • All - . ·- -,,,.~ -~ ........ ·~- ~ ... • -A·-,,. ..... _ ... _ ... _ ... ~--.. ... -............... -~ ~ ............. _...._.....,_........-....-.,__-......."1' mcclS each standard: • I 
1 
•White 
students and each shldem Rcadiof/ELA ..• 6S% • 
I groMp meeting minimum Writing .............. 6S% • mce1S 75% standard for 
• Econ. Dis.adv. 
..Cddilianal Provisio,u 
I 
size: • African American • Social Studies .. 65% • each subject OR meets meets 90% standard for 
' Applied if disuict/eampus Exceptions cannot be used Exceptiom camlDI be used 
Hispanic • White • Econ. MMhcm.atics .... 4S% • 70% ftoor and meets each subject I would be Academically lo move lo a mting of lo move lo a rating of 
1. 
Disadv.una.ge. SciCltCC ............ 40% OR. RqWrCd improvement I : Exceptions UD1tCCeptable dw: to not llec:ognized. 
Exemplary. 
mcecs required mcetmg Academically 
improvement ~le criteria. 
SDM II (2007)A11 S1lldcots meets SO% sundard (M.et meeu 700..it Slalldard (M.e.t meets 90-.4 standard (Met School Leaver Provision A campus or district annual dropout rate, completion rate and/or underrcpottcd student 
(if m=ts minimum me ARD Exp«/4lions) OR ARD Ezpeaalions) OR ARD L:peaations) for2007 measures cannot be the cause of lov.,:rcd mting 
criteria) mce1S required DleclS 6S% Door and meets (Texas Education Agency, 2007, p. 42). 
improvement RqWrCd improvement 
Completion Rott I I l 
: ' 
(class o/2006) 
• AU students and each 
... 
sltldenl groMp meeting meets 75.0% standard OR meets 85.0% s1.a.llda.rd OR meets 95.00A. standard 
J 
mintmum size: meets required meets 80.0% floor and 
• African American improvement meets required 
•Hispanic improvement 
• White ~ : . 
• &on. Disadvantage. ,. 
l ..f,mual Dropout R.ate '. (2005-06) L !' 
L . . 18




Composidon of Study Sample 
Frequency Counts and Percentages of Principals Sampled by Texas Accountability Ratings and 
by Rural School Type (N=259) 
. Academically' . Rct'opz.ed {Jt) .. ~lm:Y (E) . 
· Ac.centable CAAf( ;;:././:::·· .};;:; .. ::;•/ :(· · 1 •. ·y·, ·.;.:~'.·::\ 
·eo~~-'. or ~~.~ or CQuni or 
··,'%:-::::-.. Total% :.f:%1'~··· Total%··::·%?~· Total% 
Rural . . ): 2,1., : 10.4 ~< .~t{ 23.9 . -.)9 J 7.3 
El~emarf>: (~~A) · (ff.ffi) ~,0%) 
~~:::.:: .. ;'. · ... ; ;, :· ''.'.:":; .•·( :;·,):--
:. : L 
RlD'D1 'ffiglt . ~ ,. J6 ' , 
s~v./ .:? ·csfl%) 
~ .. ~\ ·-.'. 
Total 143 
'100%} 
15.4 .. :23 ... 
, ...... .,. 
(24~(}0t6) 
. ;, - . ~ ' 
29.3 )f: 
. (llJ,-) 
~. -· ' .;., ·: 
SS.2 96 
(100%) 
8.9 ··:~O . 
(~.,~) 
'·-: .~ . .:. . ,: :· ' 
















Frequency Counts and Percentages: Texas Accountability Ratings by Principal Ranked NBPE.A. 
Functional Domain Skills (N=259) 
2S 9 11» 1431.U9 12 6 11 96'ZS9 1 0 IS 10ll59 
(17.5%) (UK} ~) (552%} {12.s'ti) {6.2%) (SJ.2.%) (37.1) (l0%) (0%) (90%) (7.1%} 
,·· .. ::' 
56 l7 ', $0 l4l/2S9 46 15 3' WJ$9 ll 4 S 10/2S9 
(39.2%) t2S.9%) . (3"') (.15.2%) (47.9%) (l.1.6%) ~ (37.1) lSS%) (20%) (2"') (7.1%} 
. · I 1·.: 4] 19 •• 1431259 u 19 .... , 9&12S9 6 3 u 2w, I.. (JO.I%) (IJ.3%) ~) (SU%) (JU%) (19.5%) (46.9%) (37.l) (3Cm) (IS") (55~) (1.7%) 
' ,_ !-,:'·.· 
ll ll , 97 l4)12S9 l 7 ll 68 . 9612S9 3 S 11 20/259 





1431259 4J Ill SS 96m9 10 4 6 20l2S9 
(lS.4%) ~~  (55.2%) (44.8%) (18.3%) -~) (37.1) (50%) (20%) (30%~. (1.1%) 
. 
22 11.2 30 au 52.l 6.4 U 10.4 
Note. Less Confident= (ranks S-7), Confident= (rank 4), Most Confident= (ranks 1-3); =divided 
by. 
19
et al.: Full Issue Spring 2010 Volume 5, Issue 2
Published by SFA ScholarWorks, 2010
38 
Appeodh F 
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Frequency Counts and Percentages: Texas Accountability Ratings by Principal Ranked NBPEA 
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Frequency Counts: Texas Accountability Ratings (AA. R. EJ by Assessor Ratings of Principal 
NPBEA Skills i N = 259 assessor teams) 
NBPEA TOTAL Total 
Domains Skills (M) (R) (E) RATINGS By Domain 
Leadership 71 59 7 137 
Functional Information 
Domain Colhclion 45 39 7 56 
Skills 
Problem 365/714 
Analysis 16 12 s 33 (51%) 
Judgment 26 28 8 62 
Organizalional 37 29 1l 77 Oversight 
Instructional 34 20 3 S1 Management 
Curriculum 27 2 0 29 
Programming Design 
Domain Stu.dent 
Skills Guidance& 27 14 15 S6 
Development 
Staff 13 6 8 27 Development 204nt4 
Measurement (28.5%} 
& Evaluation 18 4 0 22 
Re.source 7 3 3 13 Allocation 
Interpersonal 
Sensitiv;ty 48 36 7 91 Domain 
Skills Oral &Non-
verbal 20 1S 2 37 145/714 
Exore.s.sion (20.3%) 
Written 8 6 3 17 Expression 
. . Note. /=divided by . 
Preparillg Aspiring Superintendents to Lead School Improvement: 
Perceptions of Graduates for Program Development 
Pauline M. Sampson, Stephen F. Austin State University 
Betty J. Alford, Stephen F. Austin State University 
Ralph L. Marshall, Stephen F. Auslin State University 
Changes in the design and delivery of educational leadership preparation programs are 
advocated in order to meet the needs of leadership for 21" century schools (Byrd, 200 l; Cox, 
2002; McKmow, 1998; Smylie & Bennett, 200S). The changing needs of the 21 "· century, 
coupled with accountability standards and more diverse populations of students within school 
districts, create challenges for leaders who are attempting to increase student achievement 
(Firestone & Shipps, 2005; Schlechty, 2008). Further, student perfonnance demands have 
increased at the state and national level because of the No Child Left Behind Act (Wong & 
Nicotera, 2007). These standards have thus increased the emphasis of the administrator's 
responsibility to positively impact student achievement (Taylor, 2001). With the graying of the 
profession and the need for exemplary school superintendents, the preparation of school 
superintendents who can successfully lead school improvement is vitally imponant (Lashway, 
2006). According to the National Council for the Accreditation of T cacher Education (NCATE, 
2002), university preparation programs should seek current leaders' perspectives of critical 
content components and the processes to be used in the preparation of educational leaders who 
can lead school improvement practices and processes. 
This qualitative multi-case study identified nine practicing superintendents through 
purposetul sampling in order to attain their perspectives of critical practices and processes of 
school improvement, recommendations for educational leadership preparation programs, and 
41 
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strengths of one particular university's program for the preparation of school superintendents. 
Interviews were conducted with the nine superintendents who met the criteria identified for the 
study. These criteria were school superintendents who had been recognized as successful leaders 
of school improvement designed to achieve inaeascd learning for students, graduates of a 
specific university preparation program, and representative of diverse rural, urban. and suburban 
schools. In the process, seven elements were identified as critical practices and processes in 
achieving school improvement for increased student learning. and implications for 
superintendent preparation programs were explored. 
Conceptual Framework 
Calls for reform of educational leadership preparation programs have been advanced for 
over a decade (Murphy, 1992). The use of problem·based learning and real life experiences to 
teach content, as opposed to primarily lecture.based delivery of course content, have been 
recommended for educational leadership preparation programs (Kochan & Reed, 2005). Murphy 
(1992) argues that university educational leadership preparation programs have traditionally 
placed too much emphasis on theory, management issues, irrelevant content, and poor 
perfonnance standards instead of focusing on school improvement Rost ( 1991) further criticizes 
traditional leadership theories built around an industriaJ age model, such as, trait-factor theory 
and contingency theories that are often included in texts used in educational leadership 
preparation programs. Rost (1991) argues, 
These summaries ofleadership theory movements are ritualistically 
repeated by author after author, especially textbook writers. As with other 
things that are repeated over and over1 people begin to accept them as 
















like other folktales and myths, they arc believed becauseJcadership high 
priests have told us they are lnle. (pp. 17-18) 
Sergiovanni {1996) argues, in bis book entitled, Leadership for the School-Howe, that 
43 
the roles of educational leaders differ from the roles of business leaders. Crow and Grogan 
(2005) further suggest that our understanding of leadership needs to ex.tend beyond the corporate 
world to a broader understanding of the complexity of school leadership. In providing a aitique 
of die educational leadership thought of the 2rf1 century, Crow and Grogan (200S) argue that 
many of the traditional educational leadership theories were influenced by industrial and 
management literature. 
For educational leadership in the 2 t" century, Starratt (2005) reinforces the importance of 
genuineness or authenticity in successful educational leadership. Donaldson (2006) provides a 
three--pronged metaphor for educational leadership emphasizing the three streams of relational, 
purposive, and mobilizing to action dimensions. Donaldson (2006) defines leadership as "the 
mobilization of people to adapt a school's practices and beliefs so I.bat every child's learning and 
growth is optimized" (p. 3). He further argues that leadership is "a relationship that mobilizes 
people to fulfill the purpose of education" (p. 47}. For successful relationships, authenticity is a 
pivotal factor as well as trust (Sergiovanoi, 2007). 
The new essential skills for school leaders include leading consensus, developing an 
academic school culture, engaging aJl stakeholders. and data analysis (Bellamy G.T., Fulmer, 
C.L., Murphy, M.J., & Muth, R.1 2007}. The superintendent serves a primary role in building a 
culture of academic achievement within the district {Fullan, 200 I, 2005; Hoyle et al., 2005). 
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Implications for Educational Leadership Preparation Programs 
In preparing school leaders for the 21 11 century, Levine (2005) identified several 
important elem.enls for program evaluation of administrative leadersmp preparation programs 
including continual assessment for improving each candidate•s performance as a school leader. 
In the process ofimproving university preparation programst advisory committees have also 
been advocated to ascertain practitioners' perspectives of needs in the preparation of school 
leaders. Educational leadership program professors are encouraged to listen to stakeholders to 
collaboratively design preparation programs that meet 21" centwy needs in order to contribute to 
preparation program improvement (NCA TE 2002). Hoyle (200S) recommends several ways that 
leadership preparation programs could meet the needs of the profession and enhance the 
practices of school leaders. He supports involving practitioners in the preparation of .future 
superintendents. Hoyle advocates partnerships between professors and practicing administrators 
as a means for strengthening preparation programs. 
Methodology 
The purpose of this qualitative study was to identify critical elements for achieving 
school improvement in academic performance &om the perspective of school superintendents 
who had led successful academic school improvement processes in diverse settin~ in order to 
identify their recommendations for content delivery in a superintendent preparation program and 
to identify strengths of the current program. Specifically, the research questions were: 
I. What are the critical elements for superintendents as leaders of school 
2. 
improvement in orde.r to improve student leanting? 






























3. What a.re the key strengths of one particular university's superintendent 
preparation program? 
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This study was designed to listen to the voices of superintendents as part of a preparation 
program improvement process in orde.r to strengthen the university superintendent preparation 
program. Qualitative research methodology was selected as appropriate because the researchers 
sought to identify participants• perceptions of preparation needed for their roles (Merriam, 2009). 
Merriam (2009) further elaborates that a reason to use qualitative research is to examine 
organizations from the perspective of people within the organization. Through a pwposeful 
sampling process, nine school leaders who bad graduated from one university's superintendent 
preparation program and were currently school superintendents who had led successful school 
improvement processes, had successfully influenced an increase in the academic performance of 
students, and represented Ulban, suburbaDt and rural school district were selected to share their 
perspectives relative to the research questions. Purposeful sampling was appropriate for this 
qualitative multi-case study since "the pwpose of purposeful sampling is to select information-
rich cases whose study will illuminate the questions under study" (Patton, 2002, p. 46). Thick-
rich description attained &om the interviews served to enhance understanding of the findings 
relative to each research question. 
The researchers conducted semi-structured interviews, and the responses from the 
participants were recorded. The interviews were transcribed and analyzed through open and axial 
coding to discem emergent themes. Trustworthiness of the data was maintained by member 
checks and by keeping an audit trail of all transcriptions (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Merriam, 
2009). Member checks were attained during the interview process as the interviewers asked for 
further clarification when meanings were unclear. Establishing accuracy in description and 
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interpretation was a aitical skill needed in data analysis, and a process of peer debriefing 
ensured the accuracy of identification of the themes. The study was emergent in that answers to 
questions led to new questions without following a rigid design (Marshall & Rossman, 1989). 
The ultimate stteogths of the qualitative study were its contributions to knowledge and 
usefulness. Marshall and Rossman (1989) state that a qualitative study is significant in three 
ways: (I) by contributing to knowledge, (2) by usefulness and meaning to relevant policy areas, 
and (3) by its usefulness to practitioners. The present study was designed to meet all three goals. 
Through analysis of the data sources and the identification of common themes, patterns were 
discerned and a clearer undemanding of critical elements in preparing aspiring superintendents 
was attained. It was projected that these finding.,; would be useful in furthering understanding or 
ways to better prepare future superintendents. 
Fmdings 
This section examines the fi.ndin~ from each of the three research questions. Critical 
elements in school leadership will be discussed followed by a discussion of recommendations for 
superintendent preparation programs. Strengths of one university's program will also be shared. 
Critical Elements in School Leadership 
Content analysis of the interviews conducted in this research yielded seven critical 
elements in school leadership for increased student learning. The elements were: 1) ethical 
leadership; 2) a focus on teaching and learning; 3) strong communication skills; 4) problem 
solving skills; 5) finance skills; 6) an understanding of change; and 7) human resource 
management. Each will be discussed as follows. 
47 
Ethical leadership. As one administrator shared, "Ethical leaders are needed who have a 
g~uine love and concern for students." This genuine concern will serve as the driving force for 
a positive vision of school improvement. Authenticity is reflected when actions mirror words that 
are spoken. As another superintendent stressed, •'The superintendent must have character and 
integrity.,, Another superintendent reinforced. "Everything is a function of leadership. If the 
superintendents say they will do something, they must do as they say." The authentic leader 
models integrity and commibnent, advocates for students, and works to achieve both equity and 
excellence. 
A focus on teaching and learning. All superintendent interviewees supported 
accountability systems and a leadership responsibility to provide equity and excellence for all 
students. However, they had differing views on instructional leadership. Three of them expressed 
that the teachers are the primary instructional leaders while the remainder supported a belief that 
the superintendent's role included directly promoting teaching and learning. As one 
superintendent noted, "Superintendents need to understand instruction and have direct 
involvement in instructional decisions." 
Another superintendent emphasized, "Decisions must be data driven and student 
centaed, based on what is best for students." The other three superintendents expressed that 
educational leaders should foster decentralized leadership where the experts in the field are 
viewed as the instructional specialists. All interviewees reinforced that superintendents must 
understand the accountability system and serve as leaders of equity and excellence for all 
students in order to maintain a clear focus on the improvement of teaching and learning. 
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Communication skills. Just as the superintendent bas been described as the "lead learner''. 
be or she should be the primary communicator of an educational vision. As one superintendent 
stressed, "The superintendent must communicate the expectations and values.•• As 
communicator, the interviewees emphasized that communication skills include the dissemination 
of infonnatio11t yet communication is fostered by the ability to build strong relationships with all 
stakeholders including the community members, teachers, administrators, business leaders, board 
members, and students. Communication skills include an ability to facilitate meetings with 
collaborative groups. The skills are also vital in facilitating productive school board member 
relationships. Board meetings, parent and community meetings, district site-based planning 
meetings, and district newsletters are examples of the many avenues open to lhe superintendent 
for communication of the school's mission and goals (Duffy, 2004). One of the superintendents 
commented, wnte greatest finesse a superintendent can have is the ability to bond people 
together with his/her philosophy and lead them. They can de-escalate situations so they don't 
become public with a level of implementation where everybody wins.0 
Inherent in communication skills is the ability to relate the district's vision and mission as 
well as sharing the district's message of academic achievement (Scheurich & Skrla, 2003). 
Communication skills include the dissemination of infonnation, building shared relationshlps 
with a variety of stakeholders, facilitating meetings. and presenting infonnatioo through a variety 
of venues, such as, radio and newsletters (Duffy, 2004). One superintendent conuncnted, "What 
and how I conununicate is different dependent on the size of the district" Yet, all 





Even in large districts, the staff wants to see you. I have 28 schools, and they want 
to see me. I have learned that it is when you see them that is most critical. They 
will all see you if you drop in during conference week. You need to be in the spot 
where they can see you. 
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One superintendent stated, "The superintendent must communicate the expectations and 
values.'' Another superintendent stressed the usefulness of writing skills gained in the 
preparation program to foster grow1h in their staff and to develop action plans with their 
administrators and school boards. One superintendent commented, wnte superintendent's job 
requires conunon sense and the ability to deal with people from all walks of life and to speak to 
them on their level" Fwther, all participants in this study emphasized the need to understand the 
legal framework of school district issues and the continued advocacy for what is best for all 
students. 
Problem-solving .slalls. Problem-solving involves collaboration and knowledge of best 
practi=s. Deal and Peterson ( 1999) refer to the paradox of leadership and the artistry of it, 
suggesting that problems do not have easy answers. The nine participants reinforced that the 
superintendent must be willing "to make the bard decisions." They emphasized the role of 
superintendents as problem solvers and stressed that the superintendent must understand both 
finance and the change process. 
They noted that leaders need to analyze problems from multiple perspectives. One 
superintendent explained that he employed analytical skills in taking infonnation and Jooking at 
it in relation to experiences or different research studies. The participants noted that finding 
critical questions and issues were part of their roles as superintendents. Another superintendent 
commented. 
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Superintendents need to have command of all components of the job, not just 
certain 
pieus. 
In a world in which our rules are changing on a daily basis. it is the 
ability to problem solve and project what you are going to do in two years when 
you don't know the mies. 
Finance. As problem-solvers, the superintendents recognized that sound financial 
management of a school includes leveraging resources in addition to seeking funds, budgeting 
and utilizing funds wisely. Throughout the interviews of these practicing superintendents, it was 
apparent that their recommendations for school financial management includes leveraging 
resources to meet needs in addition to seeking new sources of revenue. Understanding the 
budgeting process and using resources both efficiently and effectively were emphasized. One 
superintendent stated, ··You never hear of superintendents being fired for ~y other reason then 
they lost so much money. The crucial key is managing money and making sure the district has 
the revenue to nm the school." 
Change process. As superintendents seek to meet the challenges of equity and excellence 
for all students along with the elimination of achievement gaps among different socioeconomic 
groups of students, superintendents look for areas where policies, practices, and processes serve 
as inhibiters or barriers to achieving the school's vision (Duffy 2004). One participant in this 
study stated, "We have been taught to be change leaders in the right way, and lam thankful for 
thal" Throughout this study, superintendents emphasized the imponance and significance of 
leading change processes within their districts. One superintendent stated, "All decisions need to 
be based on what is best for students. If you can keep that in mind, you will make the right 
decisions." Another superintendent emphasized, .. You won't get meaningful change unless you 
ground your decisions on research." One superintendent stated, .. We are now in a risk 
Sl 
envircrunenL You have to take the risks to survive." This reality was supported by an expressed 
need for providing support lo the administrative team. A superintendent commented, 0 The 
superintendent needs to understand how to lead an administrative team. The superintendent's job 
is to be the instructional leader for the principals!' 
Human resource management. Another key element that was identified by 
superintendents was that of human resource management. Using the metaphor provided by 
Collins {2001) in the book. Good to Great, the nine intenriewees emphasized that great leaders 
have the right people in the right places to achieve school improvement in academic 
perfonnance. All nine superintendents emphasized that great leaders choose the right people and 
place them in positions to lead efforts to achieve school improvement in academic performance. 
As one superintendent stated, "The superintendent must hire great leaders." The successful 
school superintendent assists all faculty members in the district to ensure that professional 
development is provided. He or she is responsible for developing .. organizational learning", 
added another superintendent Another superintendent stated, "Superintendents need people 
skills and recognize the right people to do the job. They need the courage to hire the right 
person." A successful superintendent leads the school in formulating a shared vision that is 
centered on the improvement ofleaming for a culture of academic achievement (Fullan, 2001). 
He or she provides resources for district and campus initiatives for professional development to 
promote attainment of the school's vision. Further, one superintendent stated, .. A superintendent 
needs the ability to identify another person's strengths and to design the responsibilities around 
those strengths. The emphasis needs to be on picking the right people and then analyzing their 
strengths." Another superintendent emphasized, 
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When you become the superintendent, you are the coach. Everybody is a tewn 
player. Ile janitorial staff bas the building clean so it looks good. The bus drivers 
say good morning to the students every time they get on the bus with a smile. You 
have to orchestrate all these actions. 
Recommendadons for Conteat Delivery in a Superintendent Preparation Program 
In providing recommendations for superintendent preparation programs, increased 
internships and simulation experiences with an emphasis on developing reflective practitionm 
were emergent themes fowid in the data. All participants recommended that superintendent 
candidates engage in "real world" experiences as part of their preparation program. As one 
superintendent expressed, ''As much time in real life situations as possible is needed." He further 
explained that this could include attending school board meetings, administrative team meetings 
and conducting action research projects within their school districts. These real world 
experiences could also be gained through quality internship experiences and realistic case studies 
within classroom experiences. Ile participants also encouraged the use of practitioners as 
speakers within the preparation classes. 
The participants stressed the importance of the internship in preparing school leaders. 
Consistent with NCA TE recommendations for a full semester internship in addition to field 
experiences within courses, superintendents stressed that projects, such as budget preparation, 
are needed instead of internships consisting of job shadowing. As one interviewee stated, 
"Expect active panicipation and high quality work from candidates . ., The research participants 
also emphasized the importance of providing experiences wherein the aspiring superintendent 
could practice group facilitation skills and teamwork. To establish "buy•in" to school 












encouraged preparation program faculty to assist aspiring superintendents in the use of tools for 
group processes, such as, nominal group techniques and force field analysis as decision making 
tools for reaching consensus. Scenario-based instruction using hypothetical situations that 
superintendents face was listed, such as: working with angry and difficult constituents, 
conducting a public bearing on the Academic Excellence Indicator System (AEIS) and school 
report cards, preparing board packets for a board meeting. preparing financial statement for the 
board, analyzing the conditions of facilities, dealing with the media in crises situations, and 
evaluating the educational needs of the district One superintendent stated, "The university 
professors need to instill in all their students that a superintendent is a support person in a 
district, so they will understand that the superintendents help people do a better job while being 
the spokesperson and public relations person for the district." 
Key Strengths of Oae Superintendent Preparation Program 
The need for leaders of urban schools who possess unique knowledge and skills 
compared to their suburban or rural school counterparts bas surfaced. Texas, for ex.ample, bas 
over l .036 separate individual districts. Houston, Dallas, San Antonio, Fort Worth, Corpus 
Christi, and Austin are major cities reflective of needs found in urban schools throughout the 
nation, such as, high drop-out rates and schools with less than satisfactory perfonoance ratings. 
Changing demographics bring additional challenges to schools of all sizes as educators design 
programs to meet the needs of English language leamm. The preparation of educational leaders 
who can successfully respond to these multiple needs is of utmost importance (Reyes & 
Waptaif 2005). 
27
et al.: Full Issue Spring 2010 Volume 5, Issue 2
Published by SFA ScholarWorks, 2010
54 
While criticisms of educational leadership programs, such as Levine's (2005) study have 
been widely publicized, the merits of programs have not been largely discerned. The 
interviewees stressed that the primary strength of the cum:nt program at this regional umversity 
was that experienced professors with practitioner experience merged theory and practice to 
develop scholar-practitioners who would be successful in urban, rural, or suburban settings. 
Structural features that also strengthened the program included the cohort structme wherein a 
network of support is established. Students proceed through the program as a cohort of no more 
than fifteen individuals, while establishing close relationships with site mentors through faculty 
visits to internship sites. 
Discussion 
Increasingly, calls for changes in educational leadership preparation programs include the 
recommendation of a focus on improving teaching and learning (Prestine & Nelson., 2005). 
Leaders for school improvement need preparation in leadership and management to strengthen 
the attainment of teaching and learning goals including an ability to look at needs from many 
perspectives (Bellamy, et al., 2007). 
Colleges of education have a moral responsibility to candidates, schools, and 
communities to prepare leaders who are equipped with the knowledge and skills to lead schools 
in the improvement of teaching and leaming (Sergiovanni, 2007). In this global economy, 900A, 
of the fastest growing jobs will require postsecondary education, and students must be prepared 
in onfer to enter the workforce in higher skilled jobs (Spellings, 2007). Ultimately, rather than 
just preparing students to enter the workforce, schools must also consider that a fundamental 
purpose f schools is to prepare an educated citizenry for the preservation of democracy (Kochan 










In the 1970's, the leaders of schools were charged to serve as instructional leaders. This 
concept received strong criticism in the l 990's as the term was criticized as indicative of an all-
knowing leader who would mandate instructional processes and serve as the authority on 
k.11owledge. Instead, educational leaders should foster distributed leadership whereby the experts 
in the field are viewed as content specialists (Elmore, 2005). 
Successful school superintendents serve as the primary communicators of the mission 
and vision of the district and use their platform as school leaders as opportunities to share the 
district's message of equity and excellence in academic achievement (Scbeuricb & Skrla, 2003). 
AASA (2008) challenges superintendents to serve as champions for the cause of quality 
education available to all children. 
As part of problem solving, the superintendents emphasized that they must understand 
the change process. As they seek to meet the clutllenges of equity and excellence for all students 
and the elimination of the achievement gap, successful superintendents look for areas wherein 
the policies, practices, and processes serve as inhibitors or barriers to achieving the school's 
vision (Duffy, 2004). Successful school superintendents recognize the importance of analyzing 
an improvement effort holistically to determine systemic issues that may serve to strengthen or 
inhibit the attainment of the goals (Pelavin & Kane, 1990). Interviewees stressed the importance 
of data analysis in problem solving to strengthen school improvement in academic perf onnance. 
Smylie and Bennett (200S) argue, "School leader development is getting a Jot of attention 
these days .••. First, it has become increasingly clear how important leadership is to school 
improvement and effectiveness" (p. 138). Traditional superintendent preparation programs have 
been aiticized for emphasizing theory rather than field-based, relevant practical issues related to 
the improvement of student achievement (Wallace Foundation, 2006). Recommendations for re-
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designed programs stress the importance of extensive internship experiences with assigned 
mentors to guide novice superintendents in learning the knowledge and skills that are required 
for school improvement to promote increased academic achievement (NCATE 2002). 
To develop superintendents who will serve as advocates for student learning, professors 
in this redesigned superintendent preparation program have emphasized new role conceptions for 
superintendents based on practices and processes illustrated by school superintendents who have 
been effective in promoting teaching and learning initiatives to enhance academic achievement 
Professors of educational leadership programs can contribute to evaluation efforts of preparation 
programs by participating in a dialogue about the meaning ofleadenhip and critically examining 
content and delivery systems of leadership courses. Our analysis of superintendents' perspectives 
of this leadership preparation program offers an example of ways to include current practicing 
superintendents' recommendations as pa.rt of the process of defining leadership and the delivery 
of content in other universities' superintendent preparation programs. 
Program Evaluadoa 
For university faculty to determine needed changes, a concurrent evaluation process was 
important in understanding the needs for this unique preparation program. The program did not 
stop while faculty members made determinations of necessary changes for candidates in the 
program. This assessment was a continual and cyclical process for professors and program 
designers in order to be in constant evaluation for improvement There were many standards to 
weave together in order to make sure that the courses matched the recommendations of different 
professional organizations. For example, this superintendent program wove together standards 
ftom the state of Texas for superintendent certification, the El.CC standards, the College of 























overlapped, analyang each of the standards enabled a view of what was lacking in the current 
program. A re-alignment of coursework goals was determined with problem-based assignments 
that were both reflective of the standards and required reflective thought on the part of 
candidates in real-life experiences for superintendents. The goal was to blend theory with 
practice. 
The scholar-practitioner model of this university's superintendent preparation program 
applied theory to practice by including the incosporation of the college's core values of 
openness, integrity, lifelong learning, collaboration, service, and academic excellence. The 
model promoted candidates' reflections on their practices by examining the practices against 
concepts of democracy, caring, and equity in order to provide the necessary leadership to 
guarantee that all students receive the education they so desperately need. 
How do university preparation programs ensure that future superintendents are equipped 
w:th the skills to serve as the instructional leaders for a district? They must help guide leaders in 
the critically reflective practice of understanding pertinent theories and blending them into actual 
practice. This reflective practice can serve as a critical part of problem..based learning. 
How do university professors and program designers prioritize problem-based learning 
for candidates preparing to be superintendents? Data driven decision making served as an 
avenue for addressing this question. For example. first, faculty members conducted an analysis 
of the standards to determine the standards endorsed by professional organizations and 
accreditation agencies. Then, the faculty members analyzed local data including the values and 
beliefs of the college and department Graduates were interviewed to gain input from the 
stakeholders who had completed the program and found success as school superintendents. After 
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analyzing the data, faculty addressed the alignment of courses, a.uignments, and a.ucssments to 
detennine how well they matched the standards, values, and input from the stakeholders. 
This continual improvement process was strengthened through the lens of critical 
reflection of the practices. The analysis reported in this paper serves as an example of data driven 
wialysis for evaluatiJlg a preparation program. The nine superintendent/interviewees provided 
recommendations for follow-up to make sure that the superintendent program continues to be 
updated to reflect best practices. They shared valuable insights of the program needs, and their 
knowledge base gave relevancy to the program's evaluation. 
Conclusion 
The superintendents in this study identified ethical leadership, a focus on teaching and 
learning, com.mwaication skills, problem solving skills, finance, change process, and human 
resource management as critical elements in the school improvement process for enhanced 
student learning. They recommended that each of these elements be included in superintendent 
preparation programs. 
They also recommended emphasizing real world experiences, such as, conducting action 
research projects in their school districts and the use of case study problem solving simulations 
which would help the future superintendents learn important skills which would assist them in 
successfully meeting the challenges within the position. They stressed that intemship experiences 
combine theory and practice into high quality, real life experiences and that maintaining a 
regular practice of reflective journal writing about their day to day experiences would be 
beneficial to both practicing and future superintendents. 
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With the aging of many current superintendents, the preparation of aspiring leaders 
becomes vital (Lashway, 2006). The current stress of this position with its multiple 
responsibilities requires that leaders are prepared to meet the multiple challenges (Bellamy el al., 
2007; Smith & Piele, 2006). Schlechty (2001) emphasizes, "The world of the year 2000 is less 
like the world of l 9SO than the world of 1950 was like lhe world of l 8SO" (p. 36). Schlechty 
(200 I) further argues that schools must produce different results than previously expected. It is 
vital that superintendent preparation programs develop candidates' knowledg~ dispositions, and 
skills in such a way that they will be successful as school superintendents. 
Traditional superintendent preparation programs have been criticized for emphasizing 
industrial and management concepts rather than field-based, relevant practical issues related to 
the improvement of student achievement (Wallace Foundation, 2006). Recommendations for re-
designed programs stress the importance of extensive internship experiences, with assigned 
mentors, to guide novice superintendents in learning the knowledge and skills that are required 
for school improvement to promote increased academic achievement (NCATE, 2002). 
With the current accountability system in many districts, if the superintendents are not 
effective in improving student achievement, they will be removed as district leaders (Firestone & 
Shipps, 200S; Wong & Nicotera, 2007). Candidates' future job security rests in large part on 
their ability to serve as effective school leaders for school improvement. The challenges of 
school leadership are many. Aspiring superintendents in university preparation programs must be 
prepared to serve as transfonnative, multi-faceted leaders in school districts. To achieve this 
goal, assessment for ongoing improvement of preparation programs is vital. This study 
illuminated the voices of Dine successful school superintendents who identified critical elements 
in leadersbip of school improvement for academic success, key recommendations for preparation 
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program delivery, and current strengths of one superintendent preparation program. Their voices 
contributed to a collective understanding of ways to strengthen superintendent preparation 
programs to meet the needs of 21" century schools. 
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Aa lavestigadou of Priadpals' Use of Data in Data-Driven Decision-Making 
and the Impact on Student Ac:hJevemeot 
Jimmy K. Byrd, University of North Texas 
Colleen Eddy, University of North Texas 
The passage and implementation of the No Child Left Behind Act {NCLB, 2001) ushered 
in a new era of educational accountability and school improvement Schools are held accountable 
to meet adequate yearly progress that requires educators to closely monitor student perfonnance 
on high-stake assessments. Further, NCLB significantly increases the pressure on states, districts 
and schools to collect, analyze and report data. Accountability demands are increasingly forcing 
school leaders to explore student-level data and to complete more sophisticated analyses. Data-
driven decision-making (DDDM) has become an emerging field of practice for school leadership 
(Streifcr, 2002) and a central focus of education policy and practice (Mandinach, Honey, & 
Light, 2006). Nationwide standards-based control and outcome-based funding have brought 
DDDM to the top of every principal's agenda (Leithwood, Aitken, & Jantzi, 2001). 
The extensive use of DDDM in policy and practice at schools reveals a strong need for 
research on the cwrent realities ofDDDM practices and how those practices impact student 
achievement DDDM is a critical issue in both practice and research, yet swprisingly little 
empirical research has actually been conducted on these issues, especially from the principal 's 
perspective (Luo, 2008). In addition, university preparation programs are facing increased 
scrutiny as principals are facing new roles and heightened expectations, requiring new fonns of 
training. In particular, the demand that principals have a positive impact on student achievement 
challenges traditional assumptions, practices, and structures in leadership preparation programs 
(Lashway, 2003 ). In fact, there is little evidence that current coursework in traditional 
preparation programs directly connects practices to principals' on-the-job perfonnance or to 
6S 
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student achievement (Browne-Ferrigno & Muth, 2004). A recent survey of principals supports 
this notion. Butler (2008) found that two-thirds of 500 principals surveyed believed lhat typical 
graduate leadership programs "are out of touch" with today's realities. Butler's finding is 
alarming as we are in an era of high-stakes ex.am where principals are required to use data 
analysis in DDDM, yet many have to learn these skills on the job. To exacerbate the dilemma, 
data analysis skills are not taught to future principals in many pre-service preparation programs 
even at this late date. 
Theoretical Framework 
DCl"Vin's (1983; 1992) Sense-Making Theory provides a useful theoretical framework for 
this study. Dervin's model views infom1ation behavior in terms of a situation, a gap and ·an 
outcome, with infonnation being used to bridge the gap and achieve the outcome. This 
framework, with its recognition of the importance of understanding how the information helps 
the user '4make sense'' of a situation, highlights the role of information use. 
However, in subsequent discussions ofDervin's work (e.g., Choo 1993; Wilson 1999), it is often 
the classification and articulation of information needs (i.e., the nature of the gap) that is 
emphasized. Wbile need and use are clearly linked since information is needed to fulfill a use, 
there is a shift in perspective and emphasis depending on whether the focus is on needs or uses. 
Discussion of need tends to highlight the purpose for which the infonnation is sought - the goal 
or objective - but does not usually extend to including exactly how the information is applied to 
achieving the goal. Shifting the focus to use can highlight the latter. 
Sense-making theorists argue that the meaning of infom1ation is not self-evident; rather, 
individuals need to construct their understanding of the meaning and implications of the 










understandings or cognitive frameworks (Porac, Thomas, & Baden-Fuller, 1989; Weick, 1995). 
Keonedy (1982) calls these frameworks working knowledge, or. "the organized body of 
knowledge that [school] administrators and policymakers use spontaneously and routinely in the 
c:ontext of their work. It includes the entire array of beliefs, assumptions, interests, and 
experiences that influence the behavior of individuals at work" (p. 1 ·2). Thus, interpretation of 
evidence is mediated by an individual's beliefs and experiences. 
In addressing the areas of principals' DDDM practice, the Educational Leadership 
Constituent Council (ELCC. 2002) standards were~ as the framework for this study, through 
which high school principals' DDDM was examined in the context of improving student 
acbievemenL The National Policy Board for Educational Administration published the revised 
Standards for Advanced Programs in Educational Leadeisbip in 2002, which were developed and 
revised by the ELCC (2002) and adopted by the National Council for the Accreditation of 
Teacher Education (NCATE, 2002). The ELCC standards serve as school leadership preparation 
program standards and can be used as a cornerstone for the professional development of existing 
school administrators (Murphy & Shipman, 1998; Murphy, Yff, & Shipman, 2000). Compared to 
the old standards, the revised standards have more emphasis placed on school administrators' 
ability and knowledge in using data where DDDM is integral to school administrators' skills in 
all the area standards (Lou, 2008). While state and national standards recommend principals 
practice DDDM, it is not clear how principals use data to improve student achievement. 
Therefore, the purpose of this study was to detennine how principals' use of data in the DOOM 
process affects student achievement. 
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Review of Literature 
In an effort to address the needs of an ever increasing diverse student population, school 
leaders are compelled "lo have enough infonnation at hand to know where problems exist and 
how to best solve them11 (E-lead. 2009, p. 4). ODOM in the context of schools involves a process 
of collecting. disaggregating and analyzing student data. This collection of student data, 
according lo Cradler (2009), serves "to infonn decisions related to planning and implementing 
instructional sttategies at the district, school, classroom, and individual student levels" (p. l ). 
This process is "more than an accountability tool; it is a diagnostic tool (Doyle, 2003, p. l) that 
requires school leaders to be data and data analysis literate. 
Proeessing of information is a vital aspect of human behavior and is a critical input to the 
decision process (Taylor,1986). Oervin (1992) posited that making sense of the data (seose-
making) is an active two-way process of fitting data into a frame (mental model) and titting a 
frame around the data. Neither data nor frame comes first; data evoke frames and flames select 
and coIUlect data. 
Data analysis skills related to principals' education background and training experience 
seem to be a critical element influencing principals' infonnation beh&viors ofDDDM (Cboppin, 
2002; Mason, 2002). If principals are to "incorporate the infonnation into their cognitive maps or 
repertoire of strategiest they must attend to it and have sufficient knowledge and ability to 
interpret it" (O'Day, 2002, p. 299). While school leaders may fear or even loathe quantitative or 
qualitative analysis, DDDM based on rigorous statistical measures requires an understanding of 
the statistical principles that underlie the decisions being made (Earl & Katz, 2006). Thus, it is 
the priority ofDOOM for principals to have a basic understanding of applied statistics, data 












importance of principals' having these skills is further underscored by Hoyle, English, and Steffy 
(1994) who submitted that successful school leaders are skillful at interpreting and conducting 
research, evaluating programs, and planning for the future. 
DOOM is an interactive, multifaceted, and contextual practice within the school 
organization. Decision makers, the uses of data, and the context within which decision makers 
make choices are interrelated. The situational context of infonnation acquisition and use through 
which decisions are made are critical in understanding organizational decision making (Dervin, 
1992). 
To develop schools organizationally, effective leadership requires local educators to use 
data effectively to influence decisions based on particular sets of needs and circumstances 
(Leithwood, Begley, & Cousins, 1994). Without such local discretion, school improvement 
would probably be frustrated, and school perfonnance would suffer (Hallinger & Heck, 1998; 
Leithwood, 1994; Marks&. Printy, 2003; Mohnnan, Wohlstetter, &. Associates, 1994). Because 
data abound, principals must become data savvy in using student-level data in making infonned 
decisions. Maxwell (2004) submits that collecting data and analyiing the data is the linchpin of 
both district and campus improvement initiatives, and part of the reason that exemplars of .. best 
practic~" are using data to manage a wide range of school functions, especially those directly 
related to student achievement 
The quest for quality education during the past five years has resulted in a nwnber of 
initiatives, which have made significant demands on principals in public sector schools, amongst 
which is the practice of accountability. Hence, school leadership in the context of accountability 
requires a paradigm shift, moving fi:om the traditional concentration on maintenance and 
hierarchy, to change, collegiality, teamwork, and instructional improvement at the classroom 
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level. More succinctly, principals must understand how to establish a shared vision and design 
professional development opportunities that involves everyone to ensure that decisions are 
aligned with the shared vision and all decisions are indeed data-driven. 
Shared Vision 
Across mainstream educational leadership literature, the tenn vision bas had two primary 
definitions: (a) a leader's image of the future and (b) change goals. Translating vision into 
practice has become increasingly difficult (Ylimaki, 2006). An important aspect of vision is the 
notion of "shared vision." Studies have shown that it is the presence of personal vision on the 
part of a leader, shared with members of the organization that may differentiate true leaders fiom 
mere managers (Manasse, 1986). Therefore, a leader's vision needs to be shared by those who 
will be involved in the realization of the vision. 
Regarding teachers' use of data for instructional planning and feedback, Young (2006) 
found that school leadership interacts with the nonnative work arrangements within teachers· 
grade--level teams. Young demonstrated how shared leadership focused on data use affected 
teachers' motivation for using data and "correspondingly loosens or tightens the connections 
between data.driven rhetoric and teachers' data practices" (p. 532). Young defined leadenhip as 
agenda setting.. a term she chooses to mean articulating general reasons for using data and 














data use, and structuring collaborative time for data use. Young also suggested that both depth of f · 
activity and breadth of collaboration are important developmental considerations that school 
leaders can influence. Particularly in the important early stages of any new implemeotation, 
leaders of schools can "structure team interactions with instructionally relevant activities" 
t [ 
Si [ 







(Yom1g, 2006, p. 543) so that teachers practice new strategies even as they forge new 
collaborative norms to attain the shared vision. 
Professloual Development 
71 
Student achievement data point out professional development needs for individual schools 
and teachers. However, if data are to provide meaningful guidance in the process of continuous 
improvement. teachers and administrators require professional development regarding data 
analysis, designing assessment instruments, implementing various fonns of assessment, and 
understanding which assessment to use to provide the desired information. It takes time for 
teachers and principals to learn new skills and behaviors. One-shot work.shops will not 
accomplish the goal, no matter how good the workshops are. People need to focus their efforts 
over time until new behaviors become internalized. Individual teacher growth can improve 
student learning, but whole school professional development bolds promise for raising the 
achievement levels of all students (Walker, 2007). Because the pre•service preparation of 
principals in assessment and data analysis has been weak or nonexistent, educators must have 
generous opportunities to acquire knowledge and skills related to formative classroom 
assessment, data collection, data analysis, and data-driven planning and evaluation (NSDC, 
2009). According to Dervin 's Sense-Making Theory, DOOM requires infonnation and the 
proper interpretation of the results to bridge the gap and achieve the intended outcome. While 
on•the--job intemshlps offer pre-service administrators a glimpse of the requirements for the 
position, they do not offer ample time to learn everything about the job prior to practicing, 
including how to use data to design professional development opportunities around the use of 
data (Peterson, 2002). In a comparison of three urban school systems, Firestone, Mangin, 
Martinez. and Polovsky (200S) suggested that district offices can influence teaching through 
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professional development. District and campus leaders can structure their programs to provide 
coherent and content-focused professional development However, given the many demands 
placed on the principal, it is not clear how principals use data to detennine professional 
development opportunities for teachers to improve student achievement 
As states have grown more influential by developing standards for curriculum, student 
perfonnance and assessment. school districts and schools have had to yield considerable 
autonomy, becoming accountable to the state for a range of student outcomes (Conley, 2003; 
Fuhrman & Elmore, 2004). Failure to meet state and national academic assessments can subject 
districts to takeover and schools to reconstitution. Intensifying the pressures of this high-stakes 
environment. local stakeholders, such as parents and businesses, have also demanded improved 
student performance. In response, community and school boards often establish their own sets of 
goals for schools (Firestone & Shipps, 2003). 
Principals Use of Data 
Although NCLB requirements involve the use of data to make decisions to assist teachers 
to impact behavioral change to ensure students graduate college and workfon:e ready and reach 
intended goals, studies have shown that principals lack the knowledge to properly analyze data. 
Reeves and Burt (2006) found that principals were concerned about the use of data analysis due 
to lack of training among both principals and teachers. In addition to the frustrations of ptincipals 
that are not sure exactly what data to use or how to use it. the frustrations of teachers' abilities to 
use the data abound as well. Many principals that are inadequate at collecting. analyzing and 
using data themselves have even more difficulty in leading their teachers through the DDDM 
processes necessary to affect behavioral change in the schools (Reeves & Burt, 2006). 
73 
Data use essentially sets a course of action and keeps a staff on that course to school 
improvement and student success. Further, the wealth of data from assessmc..-nts of student 
achievement, as well as infonnation available from other evaluations of student and school 
performance, can create a divide or gap between what is currently being done and what needs lo 
be practiced to improve student perfonnance. While the elements of Dervin 's theory are common 
place in schools (a situation, a gap and an outcome, with infonnation being used to bridge the 
gap and achieve the outcome), the interpretation and use of data among principals to improve 
student achievement is uncertain. This is further exacemated by the fact that most university 
principal preparation programs do not place a strong emphasis on ensuring that principals have 
data analysis skills. The expanding nature of infonnation accessibility requires school and 
district leaders and teachers to analyze and interpret multiple forms of data that theoretically 
result in substantive changes. 
While there bas been much rhetoric surrounding the quality of principal preparation 
programs (Browne-Ferrigno et al, 2002; Levine, 2005; Maxwell, 2008; Ti.rozzi, 2001), and given 
the increasing demands placed on school leaders by NCLB to improve student achievement. the 
question of how principals use data to improve student achievement once they are in the field has 
taken on heightened significance (Browne-Ferrigno & Muth, 2004; Butler, 2008). Therefore, the 
purpose of the current study was two-fold: J) to detemune how principals use data; and 2) to 
detennine the impact of principals' data use on student achievement 
Method 
The participants in the current study included 375 principals from 8 large urban districts 
aaoss the state of Texas with an average enrollment of81, 254 students. Among the 375 
participants, 26S (70.7%) were female, while 110 (29.3%) were male. Regarding race. S7 
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(15.2%) were African.American, 13S (36.0%) Anglo, 141 (37.6%) Latino, 2 (.S%) Native 
American, while 40 participants (10.6%) were classified as other. 
The majority of participants (n =249, 66.4%) were employed in elementary campuses, 
while 56 (14.90/i») were employed as principals in middle schools and 70 (18. 7%) were principals 
in high schools. Average tenme among participants in the current position ranged from 3.43 
years (SD= 3.23) among junior high principals to 4.32 years (SD = 4.66) among elementary 
principals. In addition, the average experience as a principal among the total participants was 
8.39 (SD= 6.49), while average length of tenure at the current campus was 4.17 (SD= 4.37). 
Table 1 









Te.nun: as Principal at Cum:,u Campus Y cars as Certified Principa.l 
Campus Type N Meao(Yean) Std. Deviation N Mean (Years) Std. Dcviatim1 
Elcmcucary School 249 4.32 4.66 249 8.43 6.70 
Middle Sehool S6 3.43 3.23 S6 7.89 6.12 
High School 70 4.20 4.07 70 8.63 6.06 
Toca) 37S 4.17 4.37 31S 8J9 6.49 
Regarding the highest degree obtained, 343 respondents (91.4%) held a Master's degree 
while 32 (8.6%) held a doctorate degree. The majority of participants were trained in traditional 
university certification programs (n = 352, 93.8%) while the remaining 23 participants (6.2%) 
were trained through alternative certification programs. Note alternative certification programs 
included both private providers and regional educational service centers throughout Texas. 
Data collection for this study included an online swvey designed to determine how 
principals use data and student achievement data (campus-level), which was obtained from the 
Texas Education Agency. In addition, two focus group sessions were conducted in each of the 
15 
eight districts with one focus group comprised of a random sample of 15 teachers and the other 
comprised of I 5 principals that were representative of the campuses panicipating in the study. 
Initially, permission to conduct the study was obtained by the superintendent of each 
panicipating district. Subsequendy, a cover letter describing the project with the survey link 
embedded in the letter was sent to SOO principals seeking their participation in the study. After 
two weeks elapsed, 276 principals responded with a response rate of SS.2%. A follow-up letter 
with the swvey link included in the letter was sent to participants that did not respond in the 
initial two,.week period. The follow.up letter yielded an additional 12S respondents with only 99 
complete and useable swveys. The final total included 37S participants with an overall response 
rateof7S%. 
lmtru.meatadon and Variables 
The Principal Data Use insttument utilized in the current study was derived from a 
thorough review of the literature and the ELCCINCATE (2002) leadership program standards. 
The instrument asked participants to rate their use of data in three key areas that included: (I) 
how they use data to improve student achievement, (2) how they use data to shape the vision, 
and (3) how they use data to design professional development for teachers. It was assumed that 
all participants defined data similarly in their responses. Participants rated the frequency of their 
use of data based on a coaesponding 4 choice scale that included 1 = rarely or never, 2 = 
sometimes, 3 = often, and 4 : always. 
Q. nten.t Validity 
Initially, the Principal Data Use instnunent was comprised of20 questions. A review panel 
consisting of 25 practicing principals, 3 university professors in educational leadership, and 2 
profeuors in educational psychology reviewed the instrument. After a thorough review, two 
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questions were deemed inappropriate for the survey based on the questions' content, and three 
were determined to be redundant. After deleting the five questions that were concerns to the 
panel and tweaking the wording based on the panel's recommendation, the final Principal Data 
Use instrument included a total of 15 items. 
Construct V alidlty 
To determine the underlying structure of the instrument, principal component analysis was 
conducted utilizhlg a Varimax orthogonal rotation. Based on the principal component analysis 
and the results of the Parallel analysis (OtC01U1or, 2001), it was detemuned that the instrument 
was indeed measuring three underlying constructs. Construct I included four items measuring 
principals' use of data to improve student achievement (ELCC, 2002; Standard 2 and 4), 
Construct two included eight items measwing principals' use of data to shape vision (ELCC, 
2002; Standard 1 and 6), and construct three included three items measuring principals' use of 
data to design teacher professional development {ELCC, 2002; Standard 2 and 3). Reliability for 
the total instrument (as measured by Cronbach's alpha) was .908. Regarding reliability of each 
construct, reliability for construct 1 = . 78, construct 2 = .89, and construct 3 = .80. 
Outcome Variable 
In the current study, student achievement was measured by two indicators which included 
the percentage of students passing the Tex.as Assessment of Knowledge and Skills (TA.KS) 
reading and mathematics assessments at the campus level. The TA.KS is a comprehensive testing 
program for public school students in grades 3· 11. The TA.KS is designed to measure to what 
extent a student has learned, understood. and is able to apply the concepts and skills expected at 







(TEKS) curriculum. The TEKS is the state-mandated curriculum for Texas public school 
students (TEA, 2008). 
Procedures/Data Analysis 
Initially, descriptive analysis was conducted among the survey items. Subsequently, 
structural equation modeling (SEM) was conducted to determine how principals, use of data 
affects student achievement AMOS (version 18) was used for all analysis. 
77 
SEM is primarily aimed at studying the relationships among sets of variables, which can be 
either observed or unobserved. Further, SEM is used as a confinnatory more than an exploratory 
modeling method, and thus allows researchers to test hypothesized models and modify them 
subsequently according to theory and sample-based evidence. As a confirmatory technique; SEM 
requires a substantive theory underlying the hypothesized model and a representative sample for 
data analysis. When the model fit is not satisfactory, theoretical justifications are needed to 
revise the model, in addition to the mere statistical modification indices (Hancock & Mueller, 
2006). 
Results 
The descriptive statistics of overall mean scores and standard deviations for each of the 
three constructs of the Principal Data Use instrument are displayed in Table 2. In addition, 
reliability of each construct is provided in parentheses. 
The overall mean scores indicated that principals frequently use data to improve student 
achievement, shape the vision, and design teacher professional development. The largest mean 
was associated with principals' use of data to design professional development for teachers 
(M = 3.29. SD =.592). In comparison, the lowest mean was associated with principals' use of 
data to improve student achievement (Mean= 3.20, SD= .79). While there were nominal 
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differences between subscale scores, the results of the Factorial Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) 
revealed no statistically significant differences in frequency of principals' use of data across 
campus levels (i.e., elementary, middle or high school). 
Table2 f. 
Means and Standard Deviations of the Principal Data Use Constructs and Individual Items l' 
Jt.em M' so· · l 
Priaapil Uscs Dl&lto lmpivvcStudait Adiiewmcnt(rl • .71) 
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2. I conduet focus 1J011P$ l0 di& da:pc:r mm lhc data wlyti.s rauUs. 
3. Smdasl-lm:I elm a llll!yzaS ia cc:="e abject ur.u rep.lady (l,S lime:& a ya:}. 
4. Cohen-level elm iunaJyzcd ia coni svbject &RIil rqwady (l-J 1ima • yar).. 
PriJq,:d Uses Dm to SJ:iape Visioa (G • .89) . 
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Table 3 displays the results of the percentage of students passing the TA.KS mathematics r. 
and reading assessments at the campus level. The greatest percentage of students passing T AKS · I:._,_,_· 




of students passing both state-mandated assessments was associated with high schools. The 
results mirror the state averages where high schools tend to have a lower percentage of students 
passing each of the T AKS assessments, while elementary campuses continually have a larger 
percentage of students passing each of the state,.mandated assessments. 
Table J 
Means and Standard Deviations of the Percentage of Regular Education Studems Passing 
Reading and Mathematics TAKS 
Ma!h Reading 
Campus Level N M SD M SD 
Elem. School 249 83.10 9.279 87.04 7.932 
Middle School 56 72.61 11.287 87.93 S.353 
HighSchool 70 54.46 17.690 79.86 t0.822 
Total 375 76.18 15.989 85.83 8.709 
Structural Equation Model 
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The analysis employed a fully recursive SEM model, which tested principal data use 
constructs (latent variables of the three subscales of the Principal Data Use instrument) on 
student achievement. By estimating the most likely relationships between variables, the model 
was also modified by adding paths of statistical significance between the variables that made 
theoretical sense in order to improve the fit witil a final best model was obtained . 
Model fit indices, including the comparative fit index {CF() and the root means square error of 
ap;>roximation (RMSEA), were examined to determine bow well the model fit the data The 
~~ revealed a RMSEA of .048, while the CFI value was .97. 
The RM SEA is a measure of the approximate fit in the population and is concerned witb 
lbe discrepancy due to approximation (Steiger, 1990). The RMSEA is bowid below by zero. 
Aecording to Steiger {1990) and Browne and Cudeck (1993), a "close fit" is a RMSEA value 
less than or equal to .OS. Further, Browne and Cudeck consider RMSEA values < .OS a good fit, 
values between .OS and .08 as an adequate fit, and values between .08 and . IO as a medi(,cre fit, 
whereas values > . IO were not acceptable. Although there is general agreement in the fiold that 
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the value of RMSEA good model fit should be .05 or less, Hu and Bentler ( 1999) suggested an 
RMS EA cutoff value of less than .06 as an indication of good fit of the model to the data. 
The CFl ranges from zero to one with higher values indicating better fit. A rule of thumb 
for the CFI index is that .97 or greater is indicative of good fit relative to the independence 
model, while values greater than .95 may be interpreted as an acceptable tit (Hu & Bentler, 
1999). 
The resuhs of the final SEM model displayed in Figure I revealed that principals' use of 
data to design teacher professional development had a statistically significant positive impact on 
student achievement ( 17 .288, p < .01 ). Note: path parameter estimates measure the degree of 
effect produced by one variable on the arrow-pointed variable. In contrast, principals that use 
data to shape the vision bad a statistically significant negative impact on student achievement 




collaboration to improve student achievement had no effect on the outcome variable (5.362, NS), l 
net the effect of the remaining variables. Note that campus level and campus socio-economic 
status was negatively associated with student achievement However, principals' use of data to 
improve student achievement bad a positive statistieally significant impact on principals' use of 
data to design teacher professional development, which indirectly impacted student achievement 
( .83, p < .OJ). The results indicate that principals using data to monitor student achievement in 
collaborations with teachers to design profe.monal development is associated with increased 
student achievement. While the focus group discussions and evidence provided by principals 
regarding how principals use data were not clearly aligned with improving student achievement 
(i.e., using data that was a year behind and using fonnative assessments that were not 






focused on data use affects teachers' motivation for using data and "correspondingly loosens or 
tightens the connections between data-driven rhetoric and teachers'' (p. ?) data practices. Teacher 
focus groups revealed that teachers on campuses where principals regularly analyzed data and 
discussed the results with teachers were more likely to teach the required content. While the data 
being analyzed by the principals may not have been statistically sowid. the fact that teachers 
were aware that their results were monitored increased teacher urgency to ensure that students 
were learning. This awareness appeared to have a greater impact on teachers work in the 
classroom than did the application of the results derived from the principals' analyses to the 
classroom setting. 
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Figure 1. Principal's Use of Data and U1e Impact on Student Achievement 
(sample size =375; chi-square ~IOI .025; degrees of freedom = 114; probability lc!vel :=.196; 
RMSEA :=.048; CF! :=.97; Esttmator = WLSMV) 
NOTE: RMS~ '!'JOOI mean square aror of approximation; CFI ~omparati,e fit index: 
WLSMV• weighted least squan:s mean and variana: adju sted; NS • not statiStically significan1· 
c • error; q - question (sec Table 2). ' 
In summary, teacher awareness U1at tlle principal is regularly monitoring classroom 
perfonnancc was positively associated witll increased student achievement. However, tlle results 
oftlle principal focus groups and the SEM analysis revealed fuat principals do not have the 
requisite skills to properly analyze data and apply Ute results to tlle classroom. While one-shot 
professional development opportunities for principals arc plentiful, which arc often taught by 
individuals tllat generally do not have tlle requisite skills, tlle only logical place to ensure 1)lat 
principals are proficient in analyzing data and applying the results to Ute classroom setting is 
during the training program. In U1e era of accountability, university preparation programs m : 
refuink how tlley are currently preparing principals and include data analysis courses tllat are 
. t 
taught by experts in tlle field. Proper data analysis and application of results coupled with t~ he 
awareness could be a very powerful combination. 
Discussion 
The results offue current study indicated tl1at principals often use data to improve s ~ col 
achievement, shape the vision oftlle campus, and design teacher professional developmeo: 
\bO 
However, the SEM analysis results revealed that the path from principals using data to sh.:l~ e 
vision to student achievement was negative (-11.879,p < .01). A plausible explanation foe -@e 
finding could be attributed to the fact tliat translating vision into reality can be difficult ~ · 
1,a-e!S~ 
20'16). This is especially true iftl1e vision is not developed in collaboration witll stakeb 
Young (2006) clearly points out. ~ 
Focus groups conducted in each of the districts witli a randomly selected grou p of~ 
t,Y 
representing the participating campuses further revealed tliat the vision was largely i ~ 
teachers on campuses where the vision was not developed in collaboration with st~ ,z,!!,-
Further, focus group members from tliese same campuses voiced conce rns that the ~ ~ 
. . ~ 
disconnected with the actual work talcing place in the classroom and bas ing dec1S1J 
tll
at 
was not an accurate representation of actual student learning. In eac h of the ei 
pa.rticipating districts, fom1ative assessments were developed at the di~ Ct level :ti~ ~ ~ a;;:::;.;;,..- ~ 
administered at least 3 times per year. However, tlie formative assessfi'\'.e nts were ' 11  
~~~~ 
seriously by teachers. Teachers indicated that the assessments were poo rly desi 
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accuraie reflection of what was taught during the interim between assessments. Yet, principals 
continually used the data derived from the assessments to make instructional decisions. 
According to Dervin's Sense-Making Theory, information is used to bridge the gap between the 
situation and an outcome. However, the information used to bridge the gap in such a high-stakes 
environment should be accurate. 
The results regarding principals' using data to improve student achievement did not have a 
statistically significant direct effect on student achievement. Focus groups conducted among 
principals in each participating district revealed that principals were primarily reviewing prior-
year test results, which can be considered "autopsy-type reports" and formative assessment 
results during the year with little or no teacher input. While reviewing past-year data is not 
necessarily wrong, it can lead to erroneous decisions given that the tests are normed at the grade-
level and not linked from year-to-year. Further, after in-depth probing, it was detennined that the 
fomintive assessments were not producing accurate results. More succinctly, the tests were not 
taken seriously by teachers or students due to the inadequacies of the formative assessments 
discussed earlier. Interestingly, principals were aware of the inadcc1uacies of the formative 
assessments. but continu1.-d their usc of the re sult s of the ,lSSessmcnts nom:t hdcss. In short, 
principals were making decisions based on inaccurate data. As O'Day (2002) submits, "If 
principals are to "incorporate the information into their cognitive maps or repertoire of strategies, 
they must attend to it to ensure quality data and must have sufficient knowledge and ability to 
interpret it" (p. 299). The finding was consistent across campus principals from each district. 
While principals' using data to improve student achievement did not have a direct impact 
on student achievement, it did have an indir<.'Ct affect on student achievement when practiced in 
conjW1ction with principals using data coUaboratively to design teacher professional 
85 
development (.83, p < .01). ln addition, principals' using data to design teacher professional 
development in collaboration with teachers had a positive statistically significant direct impact 
on student achievement (17.286, p < .01). Both teacher and principal focus groups from 
campuses that were led by principals who were collaborative in their leadership style and 
indicated a greater focus on data use affected teachers' motivation for using data from multiple 
sources correspondingly loosened or tightened the connections between data-driven rhetoric and 
teachers' data practices. The finding is in line with Young (2006) who suggested that both depth 
of activity and breadth of collaboration arc important developmental considerations that school 
le:i.ders can influence. It is apparent, based on the findings from the current study, that principals 
who make use of DDDM in a silo will have many challenges. The findings support the notion 
that DDDM must be pmcticed in coUaboration with teachers and other stakeholders to have a 
positive impact on improving student achievement. 
While Dervin 's ( 1992) Sense-Making Theory is relevant in the context of schools, the 
data that is used to bridge the gap between the situation and the outcome must be accurate and 
come from multiple sources. The qualitative (focus groups) and quantitative fmdiogs from the 
wrrcot stud} .lf<.: importJJll for c<lu...itiou.il lwJcr:,hip prugr .uru.. Bc.;;ru.,...: thi.: pre-sr.:n a~e 
preparation of principals in assessment and data analysis has been weak or nonexistent, 
educational leadership programs must ensure that principals have the skills, preferably taught in 
the department of educational psychology, to construct assessments and analyze data prior to 
cx.iting the preparation program. Attempting to acquire the necessary skills after completing the 
preparation program in one-shot professional development sessions is no longer aCCL'Ptable. This 
is especially important in the context of high-stakes testing and the requirements ofNCLB 
(2001). 
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Based on the results of th.is study and reports calling for refonn, the field of educational 
administration must rethink what we do to ensure that the work contributes to, rather than 
detracts from, quality preparation that is connected to practice. This endeavor will require that all 
levels within the field come together to seek a mutual and complex understanding of the context 
and the stakeholders that work within. Funher, common ground must be found and shared goals 
developed around teaching principals to use scientifically-based research based on quality 
empirical data to change student academic behavior. like many issues confronting our nation 
today, the challenges facing educational leadership are complex and interconnected . Challenges 
such as retooling our programs to ensure that principals have tools to properly analyze data must 
be approached in light of their complexities. 
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Proressional Learning Communides: 
Are Schools Ready to Collaborate to Educate? 
Raebel Hawkins. Waskom ISD 
Jason Mixon, Lamar University 
Introduction 
Every school in Texas bas a comm.on goal: students must pass the state-mandated test 
called the Texas Assessment of Knowledge and Skills (TAKS). With pressure from the state and 
federal government to raise achievement scores, schools are frantically searcbiog for a program 
that will guarantee student success. Unfortunately, no program will be found because it is 
people, not programs, who make a difference in education. 
The authors selected a rural, elementary school, located in a small East Texas community 
that serves approximately 350 students: 21 % African American, 21 % Hispanic, and 58% White 
(Texas Education Agency, Academic Excellence Indicator System (AEIS) report, 2007-2008). 
Since 2002, this elementary school bas earned the rating of Recognized seven times. Recognized 
recognition is accomplished when 80% of the students master the standardized tests. Each year, 
teachers and students work diligently to raise the campus to the next level, Exemplary. 
Exemplary recognition is accomplished when 90% of the students master the standardized tests. 
Like many schools in Texas, new programs are initiated with hopes of helping all students 
succeed, yet these programs are discarded quickly as something new promises better results. In 
the past five years, the teachers at this school have witnessed several program changes. After 
spending two years developing the Craine curriculum documenE, that curriculum was promptly 
set aside to make room for C•Scope, another curriculum document designed to help educators 
teach students at a higher level, thereby giving students the tools to be successful on TAKS. 
95 
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Amidst all the programs, there must be an answer to better educate our students. That 
answer comes not in the form of a program but in a change of how the school community 
operates. Rather than working individually, the school must recognize the importance of every 
component and work collaboratively to educate all students. For more than a decade, a growing 
influence of research and practice has indicated that our best hope for success in schools is 
through the creation of professional learning communities (Blank.stein, 2004). This idea does not 
cost money or require a program change. It does, however, necessitate a change in thinking. 
Research Questions 
This study aims to answer one fundamental question: (I) Are the characteristics of a 
professional learning community present at Elementary School A? Before responding to this 
question, an in-depth analysis of a professional teaming community is essential. 
Review of Literature 
Historical Background 
Rose (2008) noted that the American ideal of a free public education for all children has 
been a historic cornerstone of our public education system. The researcher fowid that the initial 
conception of our "common school.'' the goals of public education have included shaping the 
values of a diverse population in order to mold the landscape of democracy and American 
society. Horace Mann pronoW1ced education as the equalizer for the masses (Tyack & Cuban. 
199S). John Dewey advocated that education should be designed to advance intellectual and 
moral growth in our society (Dewey & Dewey, 1962). The architects of the American school 
system were ambitious, and many of those initial tenets and philosophical ideals have remained 
true. Light and Pillemer (1982) noted that the investment in education and the exchange of ideas 
and thoughts are educational building blocks in our quest for life, libeny and the pursuit of 
happiness. 
As a cornerstone of American democracy, the educational community in the United 
Stated bas experienced a litany of refonn initiatives and models. Over the past twenty years. 
there have been intense efforts to restructure schools from a variety of disciplines {Zemelman, 
Daniels. & Hyde, 200S). Although these refonn efforts were rooted in principles designed to 
improve education and the educational system, history shows that most of these reforms have 
been W1able to change practice on a large scale. have left teacher knowledge and skills 
witouched, and have failed to yield long-term results in the classroom (Elmore. 2004; Fullan. 
2005; Sparks. 2002). 
Current Trend 
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According to Guthrie and Springer (2004), 21" century school reform is symbolized by 
the measurement of outcomes and highly structured accoW1tability systems. This wave of refonn 
bas been prompted by the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) legislation. NCLB is a reauthorization 
by Congress of the 1965 Elementary and Secondary Education Act aimed at providing 
compensatory educational services primarily to help low income students. The significance of 
this legislation is the requirement that schools must make adequate yearly progress by ensuring 
that students perfonn at high levels of proficiency on achievement tests and that achievement 
gaps between advantaged and disadvantaged students are closed (Grider, 2008). 
The last decade and a half of school improvement bas led some schools to fonn 
professional learning communities to promote a collaborative approach to education. The 
current national trend of schools held accountable for a variety of student outcomes bas many 
leaders bound to the belief that the most effective method for working within an atmosphere of 
•\ 
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constant scrutiny, while maintaining focus directly on the students, has been for schools to aeate 
and maintain an environment of collaborative discourse and action (Sparks, 2003). Educators 
can impact instruction and learning by tapping into the collective wisdom found within the walls 
of schools and the hearts and minds of teachers. Roland Barth (2001) opined about how many 
children's lives could be saved ifwe educators shared ideas with each other. 
The Importance of Teachen 
Ultimately, refonn efforts to improve education have been slow to address the 
fundamental aspect of schooling- what happens in the classroom. Fullan and Hargreaves (1991) 
emphasized that change starts in the classroom with teachers and no matter how grandiose the 
refonn proposals might be, change will not occur if teachers do not adopt them as their own. 
Refonn wiU not be achieved unless teachers are experts in their work, share their 
expertise, and seek to create new knowledge to sustain their work (Louis, Kruse, & Raywid, 
1996). The only way to ensure that reform efforts are successful is to build a strong foundation 
of teacher knowledge, sustained by a commitment to slructural change (Darling-Hammond, 
1996). 
The difficulty resides in determining how to build the foundation of teacher knowledge. 
Schmoker (200S) noted that teachers do not learn best from outside experts; they learn best from 
each other. In her research of effective schools as determined by reading and math achievement, 
Roseoholtz (1989) fo1D1d that school climates were characterized by either isolation or 
collaboration. She also fo1D1d that working in isolation, teachers had great autonomy with little 
oversight. classroom goals were individualistic, and discourse with colleagues rarely included 
instructional topics. The researcher noted in contrast> in effective schools. teachers' work lives 
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were places of intellectual sharing and collaborative planning characterized by cooperative and 
frequent communication with a focus on continuous improvement (Rosenb.oltz, 1985). 
Enm.iaation of Professional Learning CommllDitles 
There has been overwhelming research (Dufour, Dufour, Eaker, & 
Karbanek. 2004) to support that professional learning communities attribute to higher 
achievement for all students. According to Marzano (2003), an analysis of research conducted 
over a thirty-five year period demonstrates that highly effective schools produce results that 
almost entirely overcome the effects of student backgro1D1ds. The researcher also found in 
professional learning communities, all stakeholders play a role to support student success. To be 
most effective, teachers, students, administrators, and parents are vital to the programs and 
initiatives designed for the students. Although these environments are known to benefit the 
teacher professionally, the overall goal is to improve the academic perfonnance of the students 
through the utilization of best teacher practices (Fovargue, 2008). The path to change in the 
classroom lies wilbin and through professional teaming communities (DuFour & Eaker, 1998). 
The term 'Professional Leaming Community, depicts three foundational pillars. 
'Professional' refers to someone who has received advanced training in his or her position and is 
responsible to remain up to date in the changing knowledge base of one's own field (Dufour&. 
Eaker, 1998). 'Leaming,' within this model, refers to an unwavering commitment to ongoing 
study coupled with unending questioning and curiosity. The tcnn 'community' implies members 
connected by their interests (Dufour & Eaker, 1998). Richard Dufour (2007) emphasized that a 
school does not become a professional learning community by enrolling in a program; it 
becomes one by the persistence or the educators within it. 
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Implementing Professional Learning Communities 
A review of the literature on collaborative efforts, systems, and results revealed several 
common themes and chamcteristics. Whole school refonn, with external and complicated 
components rarely works (Darling-Hammond, 1997; Fullan cited in Sparks, 2003). Refonn 
needs to be simple and less prescriptive {Schmoker, 2004). Schools need to promote creative 
thought and high levels of autonomy based oo the needs of students (Hord. 1997). Researched 
best practices are most effective when teachers invent, adapt, and refine lessons in context 
according to the needs of the students (Hughes & K.ritsonis, 2006; Reeves, 2004; Wagner, 2004). 
Dufour (2004) specified three core principles of professional learning communities: (a) 
ensuring that students learn, (b) a culture of collaboration, and 
(c) a focus on results. The core mission of education is not to make certain that students are 
taught, but rather to ensure that they learn {Rose, 2008). According to Dufour's Professional 
Leaming Community framework, all teachers must engage in conversation and exploration 
around three aitical questions: 
• What do we want our students to learn? 
• How will we know when they have learned it? 
• How will we respond when students experience difficulty? 
In order to create a culture of collaboration, DuFour (2004) suggested schools need to 
create structmes in which educators systematically analyze and improve classroom practice. 
Ongoing cycles of questions to promote deep levels of learning, leading to higher levels of 
achievement. are necessary {Rose, 2008). Schools need to make public what has traditionally 
been private; Dufour (2004) specified goals, strategies, materials, pacing, questions, concerns, 
and results as examples. Every educator needs to belong to a team which focuses on student 
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lea.ming. Time for teachers to meet during the workday throughout the year is crucial. Teams 
should develop norms or protocols to clarify the expectations of roles, responsibilities, and 
relationships among team members (Rose, 2008). 
Dufour (2004) maintained that in order to attend to student results, educators should base 
their views of their effectiveness on the results of their students. He foWld that teams should be 
involved in an ongoing process which includes creating student-centered measurable goals and 
identifying the current student achievement levels through common, formative assessments that 
correspond to those goals. The data generated should be coUected, analyzed, discussed, and 
ultimately, serve as a catalyst for improved teacher practice (Dufour, 2004). 
The highest level of collaboration is de.tined as individuals workingjoinUy to build a 
team of leaders and learners (Fullan, 1996). Schools who reach this stage have a school culture 
and climate where members can give quality feedb~ share responsibility, spend time in aitical 
dialogue, value collective knowledge! demonstrate consistent instructional practices, and honor 
all voices of the team (Richardson, 1998). 
Summary of Literature Review 
Even the grandest design eventually translates into hard work. The professional learning 
community model is a grand design - a powerful new way of working together that profoundly 
affects the practices of schooling (Dufour, 2004). However, initiating and sustainmg the 
concept requires hard work. The school faculty must focus on learning rather than teaching, 
work collaboratively on matters related to learning, and hold itself accountable for the kind of 
results that fuel continual improvement. When educators do the hard work necessary to 
implement these principles. their collective ability to help all students learn will rise (Dufour, 
2004). 
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Methodology 
To answer the proposed research question, survey research was conducted utilizing a 
questionnaire to obtain quantitative data. The specitic descriptive details of the study are as 
follows. 
Selection of Pardcipanls 
There are 25 professional educators employed at Elementary School A: Headstart - I; 
Pre-K- 1; Kindergarten - 3; First Grade -4; Second Grade - 3; Third Grade - 3; Fourth Grade-
4; Special Education - 2; ESL/Reading Recovery- 3; and Physical Education - 1. All 2S 
educators participated in the survey (23 female and 2 male). The racial composition of the 
participants is 92% White and 8% African-American. Approximately half of the participants 
(12) have one to five years of teaching experience, while 10 participants have over ten years of 
I 
teaching experience. Salaries range from $28.320 for beginning teachers to $45,520 for teachers 
with over twenty years of educational experience. 
Instrumentation 
The questionnaire used in the study was developed by Huffinan and Hipp (2003) titled 
Reculturing Schools as Professional Leaming Communities. To maintain reliability, the 
questionnaire utilized a Lickert scale: an instrument composed of statements that pennit 
responses along an "agree ... disagree" continuum (Mertler & Charles, 2008). There were 45 
statements divided into 6 categories: Share and Supportive Leadership; Shared Values and 
Vision; Collective Leaming and Application; Shared Personal Practice; Supportive Conditions -
Relationships; and Supportive Conditions - Strucnu-es. 
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Data Collection Procedures 
A team leader meeting was conducted after school with a representative from each grade 
level present After providing team leaders with a memo defining professional learning 
conununities and explainmg the purpose of the questionnaire, team leaders were asked to provide 
each member of their team with a copy of the questionnaire. After completion. questionnaires 
were returned to the researcher by placing them in the office box. These procedures were in 
place to ensure accwate disclosure and confidentially: guiding principles of research to cred.J1,Jy 
obtain reliable information. 
Data Analysis 
Once all 2S questionnaires were returned, the researcher analyzed the descriptive data by 
cakiJating the average level of agreement and disagreement for each statement. Although 
participants were concerned with their minimal knowledge of a professional learning 
community, the results of the survey revealed Elementary School A has the fowidation necessary 
for a professional learning community to be constructed. The bar graph (Fig. I) below presents 
the overall findings of the data collected. 
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Figure J. T cacher Questionnaire Results 







Presentation of Data 
Disagree Agree Strongly 
Agree 
In the Shared and Supportive Leadership section of the questionnaire. all participants 
agreed with statements 4 and 9 (see Table. 1). The highest level of disagreement (28%) was seen 




Shared and Supportive Leadership 
Strongly Disagree Agree Strongly Disagree Agree 
The mff' is coasistc:ndy involved in disamion and making 20 
dc:c:isions about mcst school issues. 2(8%) (80%) 3 (12%) 
The principal iru.:olporalcs advice &om staff to make 
2 dccisio111. l (4%) 2(8%) 
19 3 (12%) (76%) 
l The staff bas aa:ess &o key i.nfonnaliM. 1 (4%) 22 2(8%) (88%) 
4 
The principal is proaclivc and addresses a.ms where 22 
$Uppal1 is ru:cdcd. (88%) 3(12%) 
s Oppcnw:ulies ue provided for staff ro wliaie c::hangc. S (20%) 19 1 (4%) (76%) 
The principal shares mpon.sibility and rc:w.vds for 
6 i.nnowtive actions. 3(8%) 
19 3 (12%) (76%) 
7 
The principal p,nic:ipalcs darioc:nlically with swf wring 20 
power and lllthority. 1 (4%) 3(8%) (80%) I (4%) 
I Leadership i5 pnimoled and nunurc:d among staff. 2(8%} 20 3 (12%) (80%) 
9 
Decision making takes place through committees and 20 
ccmmunica&ioo acnm grade and subjea vas. (80%) S (20%) 
Slakcholdcra amune shared responsibility and 
JO acccuniability for Sl\ldc:nt lcaming wilhou1 evidence of I (4%) 6(24%) 16 2(8%) 
imposed power 1111d authority. (64%) 
Under lhe Shared Yalues and Vision category, all participants agreed (statements 4, 9, 
and 14) that the principal is proactive in addressing areas where support is needed and decision 
making is communicative and aligned. However, S2% of teachers surveyed disagreed with 
statement 16: school goals focus on student learning beyond test scores and grade (see Table 2.) 
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Table2 
Shared Values and Yision 
Strongly DisagPo A&r= Strongly Disagree Agreo 
A coilabonsive proCl:IIS aiau for~ a lhmd 19 4 (l6%) 2(8%) ti sense of values among swt (76%) 
Shared values "'Ppon nonm or behaviOf" that guide 19 S(20%) 12 I (4%) (76%) dcc:isions about IC'aChing and lc::uning. 
The starr wr= Yision !or school improw:ments that have 17 1 (4%) 7(28%) 13 
an uadcvia.ling focus OD mrdcnt lanling. (68%) 
Deciliom 1K made in &ligament with lhc schoors values 20 14 (80%) S (20%) and visioo. 
A collimcrauvc p1'0CC5S uins fin devdoping .t shared 
2(8%) 18 5 (20%) 1S (72%) vision among staff: 
Scbool goals fOQls an Gl.ldcnl laming beyond lat SCGn:S 12 10 2(8%) 16 
andgrada. 1 (4%} (48%) (40%) 
Policies mid programs arc aligned to the school's vision. 1 (4%) 21 3 (12%) 17 (84%) 
Stakeholders a,e actively involved in creating high 
8 (32%) 16 1 (4%) l& 
opcctatiom dw serve IO inc:n:a  siudalt &duCYal!Cllt. (64%) 
The Collective Learning and Application portion of the questionnaire yielded the most 
positive results with 60% of participants selecting "agree•• and 40% of participants selecting 
"strongly agree,, to statement 26 (see Table 3). Teachers finnly believe the school staff is 
committed to programs that enhance learning. On the other hand, 36% of participants feel the 
school staff and other stakeholders are not working together to apply new knowledge and solve 
problems (statement 2S). 
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Table 3 
Collective Leaming and Application 
Strongly Disagree Agree Strongly Disap:e Ap: 
The ltlft' '.l1lm ~ lo sect bowlqc,. skills, and 
IS 19 I (4%) 9(36%) ura&qpa wt apply dais new~ to their work. (60%) 
CoUcgial rdatiomhips cost among stiff that rdlccu 
18 20 
commilmcnl to school improvement efforts. 7(28%) (72%) 
The staff plms and worb &ogcthcr to scan:b for solutions 
19 21 
to address di\'a'SC studcnl need,. J (4%) (76%) S (20%) 
A variecy of oppanuaitic:s IDli lll'UCQaa exist !er 
21 22 i:ollcdivc laming through opaa dialogue. I (4%) 3(12%) (84%) 
The staff ffl811f1CI in dWO!JUC that n:ffc:cts II RSpCCl fin 
20 ll diverse ideas that lead to contimtcd inquiry. 3 (12%) 2(8%) (80%) 
24 
Profatioaal devdopment foaisca on tadiing lllld 
19 lami&ig. I (4%) (76%) S (20%) 
25 
School suJf and SUkdio!das !cam togcdu::r u,d apply new 
15 knowledge to solve problems. 9(36%) (60%) 1(4%) 
Scliool .staft' is amunitrcd to propams thu.t cnhmicc 
1S 10 26 !c:ammg, (60%) (40%) 
Thirty-two percent of participants disagreed with statement 27 in the Shared Personal 
Pra,,ice section (see Table 4). Although teachers feel comfortable sharing ideas and working 
collaboratively with their peers, one-third of teachers believe there is little opportunity to observe 
their peers and offer encoW"agement. 
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Shared Personal Practice 
Strongly Disagree Agree Strongly Disagree Ape 
OppGffllDities cxisl for stiff' ro obscrw: peas arid offer 13 27 
enc:ouragcmaiL 8(32%) (52%) 4(16%) 
The: staff provides feedback to peas rdatod to~ 13 28 praaiccs. 7 (28%) (52%) S (20%) 
The staff infonnally sb111a icbs and suggestions for IS 
29 improving studccl learning. l (4%) (60%) 9(36%) 
The staff collabarazivdy reviews swdatc work to sbaR and 18 30 impfovc ins1NctioaaJ practices. 2(8%) (72%) S (20%) 
31 Oppont.mitia cxisl fur coa.dWlg and mcntonng. 2(8%) 15 8 (32%) (60%) 
lrulividuab and teams have the oppcmllllity to apply 17 32 lcaming and sba,c the n:sulls of lhci.r pnu:tica.. l {4%) (68%) 7(28%) 
All participants agreed with statement 33 under the Supporr;ve Condit;ons -
Relalionships category (see Table S). Obviously. caring relationships built on trust and respect. 
exist between teachers and students. Twenty-eight percent of participants disagreed with 
statement 36, which referred to a sustained and unified effort to embed change. 
Table5 
Supportive Conditions - Relationships 
Strons)y Disagree Agn:c Strongly Di.,apce Agn:c 
Ccing rd:stictaShips cdsl amcog stiff' IDCI SIWlmts tbat arc 18 J] buill on ln&St and respect (72%) 7(28%) 
34 A QIJJurc of ln1Sl and rapcct cxisu for laking rim. l (4%) 17 7(28%) (68%) 
OulSlanding achicvcmc:nt is recognized and cdebmcd 16 35 
regulmly in oursdiool. 2(8%) (64%) 7(28%) 






In the final portion of the questionnaire, Supportive Condition - Structures, all 25 
participants agreed that communication systems promote a Oow of information among staff 
(statement 44) (see Table 6). Interestingly, 8 participants (28%) disagreed with statement 42: 
the school facility is clean, attractive and inviting. 
Tab]e6 
Supportive Conditions - Structures 
Strongly Disagree AgRc Strongly DisagRe Agree 
37 Time is provided to facilitate collabor.Wvc work. 4(16%) 17 4(16%) (68%) 
The school Khcdwc promotes collc::ctivc lc:am.ing and 16 38 4(16%) 5 (20%) sharr:d pn.aicc. (64%) 
fiscal n:soun:cs ~ awilablc for pn,fessional 22 39 2(8%) I (4%) dcvclopmaiL (88%) 
Appropriate b:dinology and inscrvc:tioml materials an: 19 40 I (4%) 5 (200/a) avlliJable IO swf'. (76%) 
Rcsomcc people provide cxpcrlisc and suppor1 for 17 41 6(24%) 2(8%) amtinuc1.11 lcaraiag. (68%) 
42 The school m:ilicy is clean, '"1rnetivc and inviting. 3(8%) S (20%) IS 2(8%) (60%) 
The proximil)' or giadc level and dcpanmcnt pcncnnd 17 43 I (4%) 7(28%) allows for case in collabonuing with colleagues. (68%) 
Communication syst&:111$ promote a ftow of information 20 44 S (20%) auwngmff. (80%) 
Q'llma pnimn • low of lllfca:Willa amm a u:m 
4S ICboal~. its!iad.iq cmnl cftlet pmcuel. pa-. &ad 4 {16%) 1S 6(24%) 
ciom=wsyllCdicn. (60%) 
Implications and Recommendations 
Although student success can be measured in a variety of ways, achievement test scores 
are typically the primary factor that detennines whether or not a school is considered successful. 
Coostmtly, schools are bombarded with programs guaranteeing student success; however, 
individuals are quickJy finding that new programs do not automatically equate high test scores. 
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Rather than spending more money to implement yet another "new and improved" program, this 
study placed a greater emphasis on the people already involved in the school. The researchers 
set out to answer the following question: (I) Does Elementary School A possess the qualities of a 
professional learning community? After a thorough analysis of the descriptive data collected, it is 
clear that Elementary School A is poised and ready to operate as a professional learning 
community. 
Initially, numerous participants expressed that they were not familiar with the term 
•"professional learning community." Regardless of their prior knowledge, the results of the 
survey revealed an extremely high percentage of agreement with the overall components of the 
survey: approximately 88%. The majority of faculty members at Elementary School A believe 
that the school community works collaboratively to meet the unique needs of every child. 
The researchers discovered two areas of concern. First, more than half of teachers 
surveyed (52%) disagreed with the following statement "School goals focus on student learning 
beyond test scores and grades.•• Apparently, a majority of teachers believe Elementary School A 
is primarily concerned with short-term achievement rather than long-tenn success. Secondly, 
28% of participants expressed concern over the cleanliness and attractiveness of the school 
facility. A safe and positive school environment plays a large role in the effectiveness of a 
school. 
Although Elementary School A is ready to "collaborate to educate," the development of a 
true professional learning community will not happen automatically. The principal must take 
advantage of this fertile soil and plant the seeds of effective communication and collaboration. 
More time needs to be set aside for teachers to share ideas, discuss concerns, and solve problems 
collaboratively. Teachers must learn to work as a team, striving to meet the goals of the entire 
111 
school. The Site-Based Decision-Making Committee needs to be restructmed to accommodate 
greater parent and community involvement With strong guidance and supportive leadership, 
Elementary School A bas the potential to become a professional learning community dedicated 
to student success. 
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